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A Guide to the Submitted Material 
 
The recommended pathway through the material presented for examination is to start 
with the overview document The Ethos of Belonging: A narrative model approach to 
student engagement 2011 – 2015. The Belonging Project was a multi-phase project 
which grew in complexity each year. This particular document has been written for 
an uninitiated audience and is designed to provide a guide to the project phases from 
a position of hindsight. It introduces the reader to the project’s history, The Belonging 
Project Narrative Model of Student Engagement, our guiding principles and a small 
sample of the work conducted during each phase of the project.  
Next I would ask the readers to take a look at The Belonging Project website located 
here: 
www.rmit.edu.au/mediacommunication/belonging-project 
The website both act’s as a repository of the annual reports and scholarly outcomes 
and provides additional material of the project’s outcomes from the student 
perspective. I recommend readers watch the videos, that succinctly capture the 
student voice, found here:  
www.rmit.edu.au/about/our-education/academic-schools/media-and-
 communication/research/projects/the-belonging-project/resources/ 
The annual reports provide greater detail of each phase of the project and the 
publications and conference papers give a sense of how we have continued to 
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Why Belonging Matters
“Over time and through various experiences, students’ sense of belonging, of personal acceptance, or having 
a rightful, valued place in a particular social context tends to stabilize and consistently influence one’s 
commitments and behaviours” (Strayhorn, 2012).
The need to belong is a fundamental human motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and when applied to the 
higher education sector plays a crucial role in academic outcomes for students. When a sense of belonging 
and social connectedness at university is explicitly activated it enhances students motivation to achieve and 
succeed (Walton, Cohen, Cwir & Spence, 2011).
Throughout our longitudinal research we have proven that it is possible to embed an ethos of belonging 
into formal and informal curriculum activities. In doing so, we have built confidence and capacity for 
students in disciplinary, interdisciplinary and global learning environments across the whole student 
lifecycle.
Using small-scale, low-cost initiatives informed by The Belonging Project’s Narrative Model we encouraged 
and delivered a range of positive interactions between staff and students to provide real life employability 
outcomes and establish skills critical for lifelong learning and success. 
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Belonging and  
student engagement
The need to belong is not only important for the long-term success of vulnerable students. Belonging has 
clear implications for the social experience of students and plays a critical role in academic outcomes. 
Australian research into the role of belonging tends to focus on the transition to university and the first 
year experience, noting that these points are often fraught particularly for more diverse cohorts where “the 
culture of the institution is foreign and at times alienating and uninviting” (Krause et al., 2005, p. 9). The 
Belonging Project’s research affirms the role belonging plays in the early university experience, however our 
work extends this understanding and adopts a perspective that is inclusive of the entire student experience. 
We advocate embedding disciplinary, interdisciplinary and intercultural global learning opportunities 
throughout the student lifecycle in both the formal and informal curriculum.
With increasing numbers of Australians participating in high education as a pathway to employability, 
graduate outcomes have become a key accountability for education providers. As a result, educators are 
now charged with the responsibility of developing actively engaged, empathetic global citizens (Nikolic 
& Gledic, 2013) and producing the “repository of human capital” that “provides the workforce capability 
that underpins economic growth” in Australia (Universities Australia, 2014). Thus the unifying goal of 
The Belonging Project is to create a holistic approach to the student experience across all aspects of their 
interactions within the institution. By adopting a wider ethos of belonging this experience can extend 
beyond the institutional boundaries and into professional practice and the broader disciplines. 
We have demonstrated that when the concept of belonging is adopted as an essential feature of the 
contemporary student experience it positively influences not just academic achievement and social 
engagement, but success in the achievement of career and employment goals.
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Abbreviations and Key Terms
Abbreviations
FYE – First Year Experience
HEPPP – Higher Education Participation Partnerships 
Program 
L&T – Learning and teaching
LTIF – Learning and Teaching Investment Fund
MC2015 – School of Media and Communication’s 
curriculum renewal plan 
SES – Socio-Economic Status
Key terms
Co-creation: Students actively co-create their university 
experience and should be genuinely engaged in processes 
and decisions that involve them, by providing feedback, 
and, where appropriate, creative input in the change 
processes.
Disciplinary: Bounded fields defined by their specific frames 
or reference, traditional objects of study, theoretical canons, 
technologies, and methodologies.
First year student: A student who is yet to complete 96 
credit points of study (equivalent to one full-time year) in 
their current program at RMIT University.
Intercultural: An approach to understanding and 
working with diverse cultures in ways that: recognises 
commonalities and differences; creates connections with 
others; fosters collaboration, and cultivates mutual respect.
Interdisciplinary: L&T practices which develop not just 
disciplinary knowledge, but also cultural competencies  
that facilitate the creation of new knowledge, theory,  
and concepts that extend and transform  
disciplinary boundaries.
Nomenclature
At RMIT there are a number of terms that are institution-
specific and, as such, do not have the same meanings to 
external audiences. The following table sets out these 





Online learning  
management system
Blackboard
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Dissemination, outputs
& resources
5 Grants = $580,236
5 reports
11 key findings from students & staff
8 initiatives






5 Grants = $580,236
11 Journal articles & papers
25 conference, symposium workshop  
papers & workshops
1 Award
Participants in 6 National 
 Strategic Linkages
Participants to 29 University  
and College projects
Participants in 9 School projects
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Dissemination, outputs & resources
Scholarly Outcomes 
Grants
Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Lukas, K., & Araújo, N. (2014). Global at 
Home: At Home in the Global. A framework for embedding global 
competencies across the curriculum ‘at home’. Learning and 
Teaching Investment Fund, RMIT University ($100,000).
Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Carlin, D., Lukas, K., & Araújo, N. 
(2014). The Belonging Project. Phase 4: Focus on the Global 
Experience. Supported by the Academic Portfolio through 
the Higher Education Participation and Partnerships 
Program, RMIT University ($50,000).
Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Carlin, D., Lukas, K., & Morieson 
L. (2013). The Belonging Project. Phase 3: Focus on the 
Interdisciplinary Experience. Supported by the Academic 
Portfolio through the Higher Education Participation and 
Partnerships Program, RMIT University ($160,000).
Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Carlin, D., Lukas, K., & Morieson, L., 
(2012). The Belonging Project. Phase 2: Focus on the First Year 
Experience. Supported by the Academic Portfolio through 
the Higher Education Participation and Partnerships 
Program, RMIT University ($166,000).
Carlin, D., Clarke, B., & Wilson, R. (2011). The Belonging 
Project. Phase 1: Planting the Seeds. Supported by the 
Academic Portfolio through the Higher Education 
Participation and Partnerships Program, RMIT  
University ($104,236).
Peer reviewed journal articles
Araújo, N., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Morieson, L., Lukas, K., & 
Wilson, R. (2014). ‘Belonging in the first year: a creative 
discipline cohort case study’. International Journal of the 
First Year in Higher Education, 5(3). Retrieved from https://
fyhejournal.com/article/view/240https://fyhejournal.com/
article/view/240
Morieson, L., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Lukas, K., & Wilson, 
R. (2013). ‘Belonging in Education: Lessons from the 
Belonging Project’. International Journal of First Year in 
Higher Education, 4(2). Retrieved from https://fyhejournal.
com/article/view/173
Peer reviewed articles – pending
 Morieson, L., Araújo, N., Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Carlin, D., & 
Lukas, K. (N.D.) ‘Belonging in Space:  Informal Spaces and 
the Student Experience’. Journal of Learning Spaces.  
(Under review).
Araújo, N., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Lukas, K., Morieson, L., 
& Wilson R. (N.D). “Disconnections and Connections in 
the First Year Experience: The Case of The Belonging 
Project”. Issues in Educational Research. (Under review)
Araújo, N., Clarke, B., & Wilson, R. (N.D.). Belonging Across 
Cultures: Piloting More Engaged Study Tours. Intercultural 
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Conference papers – Refereed
Araujo, N., Wilson, R. & Clarke, B. (2015) Student 
Engagement for Employability: A Belonging Project 
case study. In T. Thomas, E. Levin, P. Dawson, K. Fraser 
& R. Hadgraft (Eds.), Research and Development in Higher 
Education: Learning for Life and Work in a Complex World, 38 
(pp 1-10). Melbourne, Australia. 6 - 9 July 2015.
Araújo, N., Clarke, B., & Wilson, R. (2015). Why Belonging 
Still Matters: Student Success Beyond Generic 
Employability Skills. Presented at the 2015 STARS 
Conference, Melbourne, Australia. Retrieved from http://
www.unistars.org/papers/STARS2015/12C.pdf
Araújo, N., Wilson, R., Clarke, B., & Carney, L. (2014). The 
Global at Home, At Home in the Global. Presented at the 
2014 Philosophy of Education Society of Australasia Conference 
(PESA), University of Waikato, New Zealand. Retrieved 
from http://pesa.org.au/images/conference2014/PESA_
Conference-2014-Conference-Papers-no-ISBN.pdf.   
Araújo, N., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Lukas, K., Morieson, L., & 
Wilson R. Belonging in First Year. Paper presented at 17th 
FYHE Conference, Darwin, Australia. Retrieved from https://
fyhejournal.com/article/view/240/247
Morieson, L., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Lukas, K., Wilson, R., 
(2013, July 7-10). Belonging in Education: Lessons from the 
Belonging Project. Presented at the 16th FYHE Conference, 
Wellington, New Zealand. Retrieved from http://fyhe.
com.au/past_papers/papers13/fyhe13_proceedings.pdf
Conference, symposium and workshop papers – Unrefereed
 Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Araújo, N., & Lukas, 
K. (2013, Dec 4). The Belonging Project. Poster presented at 
OLT National Senior Teaching Fellowship Symposium, 
Monash University, Melbourne, Australia. 
Araújo, N., Clarke, B., Lukas, K., & Wilson, R. (2013, Nov 
21). Approaches to Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching. 
Presentation at The Interdisciplinary Student Experience 
Workshop, School of Media and Communication, RMIT 
University, Melbourne.
Morieson, L., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Lukas, K., & Wilson, 
R. (2012, Nov 20). Thinking About Interdisciplinarity. 
Presentation of position paper and workshop to School 
of Media and Communication staff, RMIT University, 
Melbourne.
Carlin, D., Clarke, B., & Wilson, R. (2012, May 7-9). Case Study: 
The Belonging Project. Invited paper presented at 2nd Annual 
Satisfaction in Higher Education Conference, Sydney, Australia. 
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Morieson, L., Lukas, K., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., & Wilson 
R. (2011, Nov). But what do our students (really) want? 
Presentation of paper to all staff about student focus 
group findings and project update, School of Media and 
Communication, RMIT University, Melbourne. 
Conferences and workshops convened
The Belonging Project. (2014, Dec). Focus on the Global 
Student Experience. Workshop with School of Media and 
Communication, RMIT University, Melbourne. 
The Belonging Project. (2014, Mar). 2013 Inaugural School 
of Media and Communication Learning and Teaching Forum. 
School of Media and Communication, RMIT University, 
Melbourne. 
The Belonging Project. (2013, Nov 21) The Interdisciplinary 
Student Experience. Workshop with School of Media and 
Communication, RMIT University, Melbourne. 
The Belonging Project team co-organised and sponsored 
a staff development opportunity: Ben McCann 
presented his OLT project findings to staff in the 
Schools of Architecture & Design as well as Media & 
Communication, RMIT University, Melbourne (June, 
2013). A Collaborative Multi-faceted Approach to Address 
the Gaps Between Student Expectation and Experience at 
University. www.olt.gov.au/project-gaps-between-student-
expectation-and-experience-adelaide-2009 
The Belonging Project. (2012, Nov 20). Thinking About 
Interdisciplinarity. Workshop with School of Media and 
Communication, RMIT University, Melbourne. 
Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Moeller, R., & Lukas, K. (2012, Feb). Ice 
Breakers and Transition Teasers for the First Year Experience. 
School of Media and Communication, RMIT University, 
Melbourne.
Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Lukas, K., & Morieson, 
L. (2011, Aug). Project Launch and Staff Workshop. Program 
Directors’ Retreat, School of Media and Communication, 
RMIT University, Kalorama.
Panels, workshops and presentations
The Belonging Project (2015). The Belonging Project: An 
Overview Invited co-presented panel discussion in the 
Learning and Teaching for Sustainability Stream at 
RMIT Learning and Teaching Expo, RMIT University, 
Melbourne.
The Belonging Project. (2014, Oct 29). Invited co-presented 
panel discussion at RMIT University DSC L&T Innovators in 
Conversation 2014, RMIT University, Melbourne. 
The Belonging Project. (2014, Jul). First Things First. Invited 
co-presented panel discussion at RMIT Learning and 
Teaching Expo, RMIT University, Melbourne.
The Belonging Project. (2013, Mar). Interdisciplinary Speed 
Dating. Presentation at Inaugural School of Media and 
Communication Learning and Teaching Forum, RMIT 
University, Melbourne. 
The Belonging Project. (2012, Dec). The Belonging Project: 2012 
Update. Presentation on key first year initiatives and 
findings at RMIT School of Media and Communication All 
School Meeting, RMIT University, Melbourne.
The Belonging Project. (2012, Oct). Let’s Talk About First Year: 
Lessons from The Belonging Project. Presentation at Teachers 
@ Work Staff Development Seminar Series, School of 
Media and Communication, RMIT University, Melbourne.
The Belonging Project. (2012, Aug). The Student Cohort 
Experience Project. Invited co-presented panel discussion 
at RMIT Learning and Teaching Expo, RMIT University, 
Melbourne.
The Belonging Project. (2012, Aug). The Belonging Project: An 
Overview. Presentation to staff in the College of Design 
and Social Context, RMIT University, Melbourne. 
The Belonging Project. (2011). The Belonging Project. 
Presentation at RMIT University Business Plan Student 
Cohort Experience Forum, RMIT University, Melbourne.
The Belonging Project. (2011, Nov). But what do our students 
(really) want? Presentation at whole-of-School meeting, 
School of Media and Communication, RMIT University, 
Melbourne.
Awards
2013 RMIT Teaching and Research Award for ‘Programs the 
Enhance Learning: The First Year Experience’. Citation: 
For devising a clear, holistic narrative for inclusion and 




Devlin, M., Kift, S., Nelson, K., Smith, L., & McKay, J. (2012). 
Effective Teaching and Support of Students from Low Socio 
Economic Status Backgrounds: Final Report, Office of Learning 
and Teaching. 
Jollands, M. Smith, J. V., Hamilton, M., Clarke, B., Grando, 
D., Xenos, G., Carbone, A., Burton, L., Pocknee, C. (2013-
2015). Developing graduate employability through partnerships 
with industry and professional associations. Office for Learning 
and Teaching. Retrieved at http://olt.gov.au/project-
developing-graduate-employability-through-partnerships-
industry-and-professional-association
Dissemination, outputs & resources (continued)
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the project team was invited to contribute to the 
M&C2015 Review project.
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acknowledgement: under key activities to prioritise 
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to enhance the student experience and retention 
“through improved orientation and transition activities; 
acting on student feedback and strengthened student 
engagement”.
RMIT University School of Media and Communication. 
(2013). Strategic Priorities and Profile 2013: Response to 
University Strategic Plan. Cited as informing the School’s 
strategies for accessing and widening participation 
through its L&T strategic action plan (p.3).
Invited consultations and contributions to  
committees, working parties and  
external projects
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Devlin, M., Kift, S., Nelson, K., Smith, L., McKay, J. (2012). 
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design and content (Clarke, B. & Wilson, R.).
Devlin, M., Kift, S., Nelson, K., Nagy, J., & Smith, L. (2010-
2012). Effective Teaching and Support of Students from Low 
Socioeconomic Backgrounds: Resources for Australian Higher 
Education.  
Brinkworth, R., McCann, B., & McCann, J. (2009-2014). A 
Collaborative Multi-faceted Approach to Address the Gaps 
Between Student Expectation and Experience at University.  
Leask, B. (2010-2012). Internationalisation of the Curriculum in 
Action.  
Nelson, K., & Clarke, J. (2010). Good Practice for Safeguarding 
Student Learning Engagement in Higher Education Institutions.  
Nelson, K., Joughin, G., Thomas, G., Lodge, J., Clarke, J., 
& Stoodley, I. (2011-2014). Establishing a Framework for 
Transforming Student Engagement, Success and Retention in 
Higher Education Institutions.  
Internal significance – University level
Bolt S., & Nomikoudis M. (2011-2012). Student Cohort 
Experience Project. Academic Portfolio.
Clarke, B., Johal, T., & Quinn, S. (2013-2014). First Things 
First: Transition and Transformation of the Student Cohort 
Experience in the Creative Disciplines. School of Media and 
Communication.
Crisp, G., Hughes, O., & Pierce, J. (2013-2014). First Year 
Experience Project. Academic Portfolio.
Nomikoudis M., Harley J., Gopal S., Wallace A., & Porcaro P. 
(2012-2014). Inclusive Teaching and Assessment Practices 
Project. Academic Portfolio.
Peterson F., et al. (2011-ongoing). MC2015 Program Review 
Project. School of Media and Communication.
Sharp, K., Clarke, A., & Johal, T. (2011-2013). Equal Local: 
Future-proofing RMIT’s global reach by promoting equivalence 
in onshore and offshore learning. School of Art and School of 
Media and Communication.
Brown, A. (2011-ongoing). Student Success Program. Student 
Services.
Student Services, I Belong Project. (2012 – ongoing). Project 
advisors, project team members and key School 
liaisons. Responsible for recruitment, design and 
implementation of discipline-specific workshops for 
visiting disadvantaged secondary school students.
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First Year Experience and Transition Project 
(2013-ongoing). Invited to participate in the project’s 
Reference Group, Systems Working Group and Transition 
Principles Working Group.
Inclusive Teaching Practices Project. (2012-2014). Advisors to 
project team and key School liaisons.
Equity and Diversity Committee. (2011-ongoing). Invited 
participatory membership (Clarke).
Education Abroad Student Mobility Photographic 
Competition. (2012-ongoing). Advisors to event organisers 
and key School liaisons.
Property Services, Informal Student Spaces Redevelopment 
Project. (2012-ongoing). Advisors to project team and key 
School liaisons.
Office of the DVC (Academic), Student Cohort Experience 
Project Reference Group. (2011–2013). Invited 
participatory members.
Student Services, Student to Student Video Competition. 
(2013). Advisors to competition organisers and key School 
liaisons.
Internal significance – College level
College of Design and Social Context, Retention and Attrition 
Project. (2012-onging). Invited contributors (Clarke and Lukas).
College of Design and Social Context, Selection Review 
Project. (2012-ongoing). Invited contributors (Clarke, Wilson 
and Lukas).
College of Science, Engineering and Health, First 
Year Experience Community of Practice Group. 
(2012-ongoing). Invited participants.
Internal significance – School level
School of Media and Communication, Learning and 
Teaching Committee. (2011-ongoing). Invited participatory 
membership.
School of Media and Communication, MC2015 Review 
Project. (2011-ongoing). Advisors as participatory 
members of the steering committee and key School 
liaisons to program teams.
School of Media and Communication, Learning and 
Teaching Investment Fund Round. (2014). Advise School 
staff as participatory members of the School’s LTIF 
Community of Practice Group and advise staff in other 
schools on request. 
School of Media and Communication, Transition and 
Orientation Coordination Team Proposal (2012 Oct). Submitted 
and endorsed by the School Executive and Learning and 
Teaching Committees. (Lukas, K., Clarke, B., Wilson, R., 
Carlin, D., & Morieson L.)
Key Internal Presentations
(2014 Oct). Business Case for Student Atelier Refurbishment. 
Presentation to Property Services Group, RMIT 
University, Melbourne.
(2014 Jun). The Belonging Project: Project Update. Presentation 
at RMIT School of Media and Communication Program 
Directors Retreat, Kalorama.
(2013 Nov). The Belonging Project: Overview of FYE Initiatives & 
Findings. Invited presentation to First Year Experience 
and Transition Project Reference Group, RMIT University, 
Melbourne.
(2013 Jun). The Belonging Project: Overview of FYE Initiatives & 
Findings. First Year Experience and Transition Project 
Reference Group, RMIT University, Melbourne.
(2013, Feb). Creating Lively Informal Student Spaces: Lessons from 
The Belonging Project. Invited presentation to Property 
Services Group staff, RMIT University, Melbourne.
(2012, Aug). The Belonging Project: An Overview. Presentation 
to the College of Science, Engineering and Health, First 
Year Experience Community of Practice Group, RMIT 
University, Melbourne.
(2012, Jul). The Belonging Project: Project Overview and Key Student 
Focus Group Findings. Invited presentation at the RMIT 
University Communications and Marketing Forum, RMIT 
University, Melbourne. 
(2012, May) Project Update. Presentation at the RMIT School of 
Media and Communication Program Directors’ Retreat, 
Kalorama.
Reports and Position Papers
Reports 
Clarke, B. & Wilson, R, 2014 Report: At Home in the Global 
Wilson, R., Clarke, B., Carlin, D., Araújo, N., Lukas, K., & 
Shand, L. 2013 Report: Focus on the Interdisciplinary 
Experience 
Wilson, R., Clarke, B., Carlin, D., Morieson, L., & Lukas, K. 
2012 Report: Focus on the First Year Experience 
Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Lukas, K., & Morieson, L. 
2011 Report: Planting the Seeds 
Position papers
Araújo, N., Clarke, B., Lukas, K., & Wilson, R. (2013, Nov 
21). Approaches to Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching. 
Presentation at The Interdisciplinary Student Experience 
Workshop, School of Media and Communication, RMIT 
University, Melbourne.
Dissemination, outputs & resources (continued)
10 The Ethos of Belonging: A narrative model approach to student engagement
Lukas, K., Clarke, B., Wilson, R., & Araújo N. (2013, Sep). 
Know Your Students First: Unlocking the Potential of Diverse 
Commencing Student Cohorts Using Existing Systems and Data. 
Position paper submitted and endorsed by the First 
Year Experience and Transition Reference Group, RMIT 
University, Melbourne.
Morieson, L., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Wilson R., & Lukas K., 
(2012), Thinking About Interdisciplinarity. Position paper 
circulated to academic staff within the School of Media 
and Communication, RMIT University, Melbourne.
Dissemination, outputs & resources (continued)
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The Belonging Project is a longitudinal learning and 
teaching research project seeking to develop and define 
a new approach to enhancing student engagement 
and graduate outcomes in the School of Media and 
Communications RMIT University. The project, bound 
by the theoretical concept of belonging, grew from 
collaborative work undertaken within the School to develop 
and document a common pedagogical approach and create 
a unified learning and teaching narrative. Importantly, the 
project was aligned with the whole of undergraduate degree 
structure in order to achieve findings with transferability to 
other schools and higher education institutions.
The project sits within the context of the continually 
evolving nature of the higher education sector which 
presents numerous practical opportunities and challenges, 
not least of which is the changing role of higher education 
in civil society more broadly. Contemporary universities are 
both educational institution and broker between diverse 
stakeholders with complex and, at times, competing 
interests: secondary institutions, students who increasingly 
exercise their authority as knowledge consumers,  
and industries. 
Thus, The Belonging Project is perhaps more than a 
research project. It is a demonstration of the value of a 
binding narrative, a shared vision for an organisation 
which looks to the future with an optimistic pragmatism. 
This view accepts and embraces change, and celebrates 
our collective and individual capacity to adapt and bend as 
needed in order to co-construct a student experience, both 
educational and social, which is capable of meeting the 
evolving needs of the higher education student cohort.
The Belonging Project demonstrates that an ethos of 
belonging has vital role to play in this binding narrative, 
for a sense of belonging is a human desire common to all 
stakeholders involved in the educational landscape. Our 
research proves that an ethos of belonging is indeed valued 
and wanted by all project participants, staff and students 
alike. This raises the question of ‘how do we work to embed 
practices and resources which can make this a  
universal reality?’
We have discovered that an institution-led and embedded 
commitment to such a binding narrative is important, 
however it is not always available. We have also learnt that 
much can be done with the supports and resources that are 
available, namely the commitment and enthusiasm of the 
staff and students with whom we work.
In reading this final report, we encourage you to view our 
work as but one example of the application of an ethos 
of belonging. We offer both an overview summary of our 
four-year research journey, and also present what we learnt 
which we hope may inspire the work of others. We do not 
prescribe or advocate absolute answers or solutions, for our 
work affirms that higher education is essentially a creative 
and dynamic space requiring flexibility, adaptability  
and imagination.
This document offers an overview and summary of the four 
phases of The Belonging Project (Page 9). Full reports on 
each phase of the project (2011, 2012, 2013 & 2014) can be 
downloaded from The Belonging Project webpage:  
www.rmit.edu.au/about/our-education/academic-schools/media-
and-communication/research/projects/the-belonging-project/
The Belonging Project: Approach 
The Belonging Project aims:
1. To develop strategies to support the participation and integration of all students, especially students from diverse 
circumstances, cultures and backgrounds.
2. To enhance student satisfaction and retention rates.
3. To increase opportunities within program structures for students to choose from a variety of interdisciplinary, 
international and/or industry/community-based learning experiences.
4. To help develop and make known a distinctive RMIT student experience, setting this university apart from other 
institutions in the sector.
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The Belonging Project developed and tested The Belonging 
Project Narrative Model of Student Engagement  
(Diagram 1). 
This model aims to foster student engagement and 
employability, and is designed to be flexible, adaptable 
and transferable. It embeds the acquisition of disciplinary, 
interdisciplinary and global competencies through a three-
tiered approach to the student experience. This approach, 
which is underpinned by an ethos of belonging and mapped 
to the student lifecycle, views each student’s sense of 
identity and belonging as developing incrementally across 
the course of their undergraduate degree program 
This approach proposes that students initially identify 
most strongly with their program cohort, thus research 
within the first tier focuses on building connections (within 
year and across-year groups) supporting the development 
of disciplinary and professional identity. In the second 
tier, as students begin to make sense of their discipline in 
relation to other disciplines, research focuses on creating 
collaborative interventions within a rich interdisciplinary 
environment. In the final tier, students start to think of 
themselves as future professionals within a global and 
intercultural context, thus research focuses on facilitating 
global intercultural experiences. In combination, this three-
tiered approach offers a flexible means to support students 
to develop their identity as professional, employable and 
ethical global citizens.
The Belonging Project Narrative Model does not approach 
each tier as rigidly successive and locked to a particular 
year. Rather, elements of all tiers are present across the 
three year undergraduate student experience, but with a 
shifting emphasis. The model does not prescribe specific 
structures or forms of belonging, but offers a flexible 
and transferable way of working in higher education 
environments that can be reimagined and reinterpreted in 
different institutional and disciplinary settings. 
In line with the project model, The Belonging Project 
approach acknowledges that universities are spaces 
where value is co-created by consumers within complex 
frameworks of actors and resources (Karpen, Hall, 
Katsoulidis & Cam, 2011). Students are positioned as co-
creators of their university experience, and are actively 
engaged in change as a means to empower their experience. 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model





Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Graduation & Beyond
Sense of identity and belonging is built incrementally through:
Tier One: Disciplinary Students establish a strong disciplinary and professional base within a diverse  
disciplinary cohort.
Tier Two:  
Interdisciplinary
Building on the disciplinary base, students become more aware of the interdisciplinary 
community of the wider school and university.
Tier Three: Global Students test their disciplinary and interdisciplinary identity and knowledge through working 
in a wider world of intercultural and global links and experiences and identify as professional, 
employable and ethical global citizens.
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Guiding principles
The Belonging Project research interactions and interventions have been informed by a set of guiding principles 
evolved through the four phases of the project:
The Belonging Project’s Guiding Principles
Co-created To utilise co-creation techniques wherever possible and to promote staff ownership by 
identifying and supporting ‘champions’.
Capacity  
strengthening
To aim towards capacity strengthening through the incremental building of cultural capital and 
capacity over time.
Embedded To be embedded within the formal and informal curriculum.
Grassroots To develop and support numerous low cost grassroots initiatives recognising that in order to 
develop trust and long-term success, initiatives must be driven from the ground-up.
Holistic To be holistic in order to successfully encompass the entire student lifecycle
Inclusive To be inclusive of both the formal and informal curriculum, and of staff (academic and profes-
sional) and students. Each is central to the development, implementation and sustainability of 
the project.
Iterative To be iterative, integrating cycles of reflection and evaluation into every stage of the research, as 
guided by an action research methodology.
Low cost To aim to be low cost in order to ensure sustainability.
Student centred To adopt a student centred approach in order to mirror contemporary practice and encourage 
active knowledge creation and deep learning.
Sustainable To be sustainable in order to ensure ongoing viability.
In order to test The Belonging Project Model, approach and 
guiding principles, The Belonging Project utilised a range of 
research methods and tools, each selected according to the 
specific research stage and the initiatives involved.
• Qualitative feedback via focus groups, workshops  
and interviews 
• Small ethnographic video’s demonstrating change
• Quantitative feedback 
• Narrative research 
• Co-creation and inclusive collaborative techniques 
• Identification of and use of project champions
Full details of the research methods utilised in the four 
phases of The Belonging Project (2011, 2012, 2013 & 2014) are 
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Students hard at work in the Atelier Space
Phase Tier What we did
Phase One:  
Planting the Seeds
Foundation Literature review, sector best practice mapping and application to 
school, testing of The Belonging Project Model, and development of 
first year experience initiatives.
Phase Two:  
Focus on the  
Interdisciplinary  
Experience
Tier One: Disciplinary Implementation and testing of the first year experience initiatives: 
Coordinated Orientation Week Activities; Cohort Day Out; Student 
Informal Spaces; Academic Transition Initiatives, and End of Year 
Festival of Events and Exhibition.
Phase Three: 
Focus on the 
Interdisciplinary 
Experience
Tier Two: Inter-disciplinary Development of a model of interdisciplinary practice and continued 
evaluation of the first year experience initiatives.
Phase Four: 
The Global At 
Home: At Home in 
the Global
Tier Three: Global Development of a three-stage approach to test the development 
of global competencies through case study initiatives, and 
continued maintenance of academic output of the disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary tiers.
Overview of the project phases
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Phase One:  
Planting the Seeds
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Phase One: Planting the Seeds
The first phase of the project, Planting the Seeds, tested The 
Belonging Narrative Model. We first undertook a literature 
review to ensure that our work was benchmarked against 
international best practice and responded to identified gaps 
in student engagement initiatives globally. The knowledge 
we gained through this exploration informed our 
collaborative workshops with academic and professional 
staff and focus groups with students and recent Alumni to 
test and develop the model. 
Through this work, we validated the model’s logic and 
affirmed that for students, while a sense of belonging is 
initially localised—professional, disciplinary, or program 
based—it is also an experience they desire across and 
beyond disciplinary boundaries and within the dynamic 
environment of the School and University. 
Aligned with the project’s guiding principles, we 
adopted a narrative approach to draw together the diverse 
interactions that constitute the student experience which 
helped us to understand the range of concerns facing 
students at key points of their transition before, during and 
after their undergraduate experience.
Our work revealed that the tacit knowledge of staff 
is an essential tool in understanding the student 
experience within the School, and that interrogating and 
understanding the staff experience can assist to enhance 
the student experience. Perhaps not surprisingly, we 
learnt that a sense of belonging matters to staff, and their 
perceptions of the experience can positively affect student 
sense of belonging.
We also discovered that sustained and continued 
engagement with staff at a grassroots level is essential 
if organisational cultural change is to be achieved. This 
critical insight has proved common to all phases of 
our research, and affirms the recurring theme of the 
importance of harnessing the knowledge, expertise and 
resources of academic and professional staff, addressing 
their professional development needs and, importantly, 
providing the support required to sustain their 
commitment and participation.
The data that emerged from the student focus groups 
proved to be much richer and more detailed than 
anticipated, casting light on areas far broader than our 
project’s immediate scope. In the first instance the data 
informed the selection and development of the series of 
pilot initiatives for Phase 2 of the project but overall it has 
provided the baseline evidence for the project from the 
students perspective. We have consistently returned to 
these findings throughout the project in the development 
of each phase’s initiatives.
Phase One: What we learnt
1. It is essential to foster a sense of belonging for staff if it is also to become a part of the student experience.
2. To have a commitment to sustained and continued engagement with staff at a grassroots level is essential if 
organisational cultural change is to be achieved.
3. Students require help with informal and formal interventions to improve their experience.
Student focus group sample
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Expectations about university and RMIT
1. Attending university is a ‘common sense’ decision for most participants.
2. The decision is usually driven by employment goals, or encouragement from family, high school educators and peers. 
3. Participants have clear reasons for selecting RMIT – largely, strong program reputations and RMIT’s image as 
creative, innovative and industry focused.
Orientation needs and expectations
1. A gap exists between informal university orientation and information-driven program-run sessions.
2. Further assistance is needed to make early social connections with cohort peers.
3. Orientation sessions that mix social activities with workshop-style collaborative academic tasks are needed.
4. Early information, feedback and advice from program peers in second and third years is wanted.
5. Orientation camp is a polarising idea – some love it, some hate it.
Social expectations and issues
1. Reports of cliques and competition among program cohorts.
2. Emphasis on importance of social ties to their university experience, especially from second and third years.
3. Perceived barrier between domestic and international students with both groups needing assistance to work 
through cultural differences. 
Academic expectations and issues
1. High levels of anxiety over academic achievement overall, and particularly among first year cohorts.
2. First year students also struggle with transition to a different learning environment.
3. First year students in studio-based programs demonstrate anxiety around skills, and a lack of understanding about 
the difference between a skills-based course and conceptual learning.  
4. Specific transition issues for international students facing a radically different learning style, even for those who have 
completed foundation studies at RMIT or elsewhere in Australia. 
Industry and professional identity
1. A lack of awareness and/or confidence around professional identity for most participants.
2. A desire for more practical ‘how to’ information on industries and pathways, as well as basic information on 
approaching and getting started in the workplace.
3. A desire for internships in all programs, and for those students who are offered them, support with finding and/or 
attending internships.  
Student Focus Group Findings
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Cross-year connections
1. At present, cross-year connection is limited. More junior students feel intimidated by or isolated from their senior 
peers. Others simply had no cross-year interaction.
2. First years are keen for a mentor to allay anxieties about university assessment and standards, and provide guidance 
on what to expect from the later stages of their program.
3. Students in programs that offer a number of possible course pathways are keen for connections with senior students 
to advise their choice.
4. Students agree that any sort of attempt to set up a mentoring system need to be at least partly formalised to ensure 
its sustainability.  
Interdisciplinary connections
1. Strong support for more or improved interdisciplinary connections as part of the student experience.
2. Strong awareness of the future professional value of interdisciplinary links.
3. Desire for a broader perspective of their School, University, and the wider world.
4. Activities suggested include speed-dating nights, ‘lecture swaps’ and sample classes.
5. Evidence that improved interdisciplinary connections could help break down strong cohort stereotypes and rivalries.
6. Need to be formally facilitated and mutually beneficial to the programs involved to ensure sustainability.
Student spaces and resources
1. Existing spaces are under-utilised and/or poorly designed/resourced.
2. Student hot-spots include Pearson & Murphy’s Café, ‘the fake grass’, the Myer-Melbourne Central walkway (off-campus).
3. Some disappointment around access to resources.
Student communication
1. Facebook, Facebook, Facebook! For academic and social purposes - the new study group.
2. Prefer student-run for peer-to-peer advice and feedback.
3. Acknowledge challenges - legal and privacy.
4. Blackboard (RMIT’s online learning management system) insufficient and unreliable.
5. Email seen as ‘old school’ or for professional use. 
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Internationalisation and global links
1. Hidden or real costs prohibitive for some.
2. Needs to be a ‘value add’ for local students.
3. International students already position themselves as global citizens.
4. Linked to future aspiration; further study or ‘plan b’.
5. Seen as additional or post-university, not part of the undergraduate experience.
Alumni perceptions
1. No clear vision of future role for RMIT in their lives.
2. Connection to RMIT and alumni dependent on future success.
3. Early and growing awareness of peers as future professional networks.
4. International students particularly keen to teach or guest lecture.
Student focus group sample
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Phase Two:  
Focus on the First Year
Experience
(Tier One: Disciplinary)
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Phase Two: Focus on the First Year Experience  
(Tier One: Disciplinary)
From the perspective of the student experience, disciplinary 
knowledge is often perceived as the building block of 
the university experience and professional competency. 
Disciplines create their own sub-cultures, replete with their 
own theories, discourses, and languages. Fluency in this 
disciplinary language and practice is assumed to be the 
baseline from which students should commence  
their learning. 
The second phase of The Belonging Project, Focus on 
the First Year Experience, aimed to carry out a series 
of pilot initiatives that would improve and support the 
student transition to university life through a focus on 
the disciplinary perspective. This aim reflected existing 
literature revealing first year transition as the most 
challenging stage for students, and the most crucial for 
universities wishing to improve student retention  
and success. 
Our work with student focus groups affirmed that the 
transition to university represents an academic and social 
shift for students “on a journey to becoming self-managing 
or self-directed learners” (Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010, p. 
3). Students, often much to their surprise, require the 
assistance of teaching staff to make social connections with 
their cohort peers. Given the professional orientation of the 
programs in RMIT and our School, many students reported 
beginning university with a highly instrumental approach 
to their study, soon realising that social connections are 
central to success. 
I just wanted to come here and get it done, to be honest. I didn’t 
realize how much I actually cared about having friends until I 
was here and I didn’t have any.
Students represented to us the transition challenges 
associated with key academic literacies that are often 
rendered invisible as ‘common sense’ to teaching staff. 
Students in programs that required the acquisition of 
technical skills, alongside conceptual development, 
expressed particular anxiety about differences in 
proficiency among the cohort: 
I came to this course and was just so intimidated by the 
technical skill of everyone, I was like, how am I supposed to 
catch up? ...I think it creates a lot of unhappiness actually.
 I later learnt that uni is not about technical training, it’s about 
learning to think in a certain way. 
The disciplinary initiatives: In response to the knowledge gained through this second phase of research, we 
developed and piloted five initiatives aimed at enhancing the first year experience:




End of Year Festival and Exhibition
Phase Two: What we learnt
1. Well-designed disciplinary practices need to be embedded.
2. Embedding such practices is hard work.
3. Achieving embedded disciplinary practices is worth it.
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Our research reveals that each of these five initiatives 
played a valuable role in enhancing the first year experience 
for participating students. The Coordinated Orientation 
Week Activities have proved largely successful over the 
years of the project and continue within the institution. 
Participating students indicated that they find their 
teachers welcoming, and enjoy making new friends with 
common interests. 
I got to meet a lot of people who were interested in the same 
thing I was. 
The Cohort Day Out has proved a simple, low-cost 
activity and successful way to develop stronger connections 
amongst program cohorts and significantly improve 
students’ sense of belonging. It also assists students to 
develop key academic literacies, especially when part of 
a larger suite of well-timed formal and informal cohort 
building activities throughout their first year.
The Student Informal Space continues as an on-
campus space, the Student Atelier, designed to foster an 
interdisciplinary environment where students can mix 
with peers from other programs and disciplines within the 
school and undertake a range of other activities including 
quiet study, group work and social activities. Throughout 
the life of The Belonging Project, this student co-created 
space has been a busy and popular hub of student activity 
that fills a gap between the formality of the library and the 
informality of public space. 
Having a space that’s not the library, that we can come to 
and be as loud as we like and do our group work is really 
important.
It feels like it’s the students’, like we own this place. 
The Academic Transition Initiative has proved a means 
to broker relationships between School (academic and 
professional) staff and Student Services staff in order to 
break down barriers, facilitate relationships and improve 
student engagement across all stakeholders and on-campus 
services. Finally, the End of Year Festival of Exhibitions 
and Events represents an example of the value of 
embedding inclusive and co-created cross-program capstone 
events, shared across the University, as a means to mark 
key points of student transition and as rich opportunities to 
foster engagement for both current and  
prospective students.
These five initiatives clearly affirm the value of 
interventions aimed at enhancing the first year experience 
from a disciplinary experience, however they also reinforce 
an ethos of belonging which acknowledges that the 
spectrum of student needs are not tied exclusively to key 
stages or years in their academic and personal journey, 
but are organic and fluid, and therefore must be addressed 
through a flexible, adaptive and tailored approach. 
Discussion
The Student Atelier Space – The hub of student transition activities: Mid-year School Welcome (2012)
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Interventions aimed at embedding disciplinary practices can be developed and delivered at all levels of 
universities. Some ideas include:
Transition leadership positions responsible for transition and the first year experience.
Professional development modules focused on first year higher education pedagogy delivered to all program managers 
and interested academic staff.
Budget templates for formal and informal student engagement initiatives provided to program directors and school 
managers as part of budget planning.
School-based student informal spaces that are suitably funded and resourced.
Staff positions supporting end of year activities that are suitably resourced to support and foster unique opportunities 
for transition and marketing.
De-identified enrolled student data-packs provided to program managers to support staff to create meaningful and 
engaging program content.
School of Media and Communication students: ‘Big O-Day’ (2012) 
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Phase Three: Focus on  
the Interdisciplinary
(Tier Two: Interdisciplinary)
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Phase Three: Focus on the Interdisciplinary  
(Tier Two: Interdisciplinary)
The contemporary climate demands that professional 
practitioners possess a “synthesising mind” (Gardner, 
2007, p.3) with the creative capacity to effectively engage 
in the translation and synthesis of knowledge both within 
and outside of disciplinary boundaries acquired through 
interdisciplinary learning. 
The third phase of The Belonging Project, Focus on the 
Interdisciplinary, approached interdisciplinary learning as 
an essential exercise in refining and putting into practice 
disciplinary knowledge and identity. Interdisciplinary 
learning is a crucial aspect in developing competent 
and competitive graduates and a core experience for the 
development of effective communication practices, conflict 
management skills, and project management proficiencies 
required of work-ready graduates in the current 
professional environment.
Our work focused on interdisciplinary student experiences 
that extended beyond the immediate cohort encounter, 
supporting students to solidify their understanding of 
disciplinary knowledge and expand upon it to develop the 
higher-level communication, project, and group work skills 
required in their future professional ‘real world’ settings. 
The interventions emphasised connections between 
and across disciplines, making the most of the existing 
interdisciplinary learning environment of our School 
supported by engagement with both students and staff 
through focus groups, workshops and consultation. 
Interdisciplinary (Tier Two) aims were:
1. To research and develop a working definition of interdisciplinary activity that is appropriate to the specific context 
and practices of the School of Media and Communication.
2. To investigate and explore the range of opportunities currently available in the School in order to develop a typology 
of interdisciplinary literacies that can be mobilised in strategic discussions around L&T and in the development of 
new program and course models for MC2015.
3. To map a range of relevant existing case studies to inform the renewal process as well as broader L&T debates within 
the School, across the University and the wider tertiary education sector.
4. To research, capture and disseminate recommendations to capitalize upon existing informal interdisciplinary 
activities and foster new opportunities that bridge the formal and informal curriculums.
Phase Three: What we learnt
Interventions aimed at fostering interdisciplinary practices can be developed and delivered at all levels of 
universities. Some ideas include:
Platforms for skills and interest exchange between staff and faculty across all schools and disciplines.
Flagship interdisciplinary courses or studio programs.
Cross-course interdisciplinary frameworks.
Opportunities for student skills exchange.
The Ethos of Belonging: A narrative model approach to student engagement          29 
Many positive insights and findings arose from this phase 
of The Belonging Project. Our identification of the need for 
program alignment within program structures has led to 
a major revamp of the undergraduate program structures 
for the School of Media and Communication and the 
introduction of integrated curriculum and studio teaching 
practice in order to make interdisciplinary teaching  
more feasible. 
Overall students and staff shared positive perceptions 
about interdisciplinary teaching and learning, however 
we found that staff tended to focus on the significant and 
complex barriers inherent in this style of teaching. These 
perceptions were underpinned by concerns about their 
capacity to deliver effective interdisciplinary experiences, 
Discussion
suggesting that shifts in staff attitudes and both practical 
and definitional understandings about interdisciplinary 
teaching, rather than student skills or engagement, might 
be a key to the creation of vibrant interdisciplinary cultures 
within the university. 
The interdisciplinary: Student perceptions
From the early stages of undergraduate studies, students 
anticipated a flexible workplace and the diverse roles and 
positions required of a ‘portfolio career’ in the creative 
industries. They recognised that in this professional 
landscape, flexibility is essential, and interdisciplinary 
learning, thinking and collaboration is what will equip 
them with the necessary skills to respond nimbly.
Interdisciplinary student groups in the Atelier Space
In this interdisciplinary phase, our work focused on 
mapping and explicitly embedding interdisciplinary 
initiatives within the student lifecycle as a means of 
increasing students’ social and cultural capital and thereby 
supporting positive long-term outcomes. We developed 
staff and student engagement initiatives and resources to 
The interdisciplinary initiatives
support interdisciplinary practices within the School of 
Media and Communications, and employed a feedback 
loop to investigate, document, and disseminate models of 
interdisciplinary practice within the school.
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Students also identified the equally important role 
of interdisciplinary experience in social development 
and wellbeing as a means of broadening horizons and 
facilitating critical reflection, self-reflection, self-esteem, 
and perceptions of empowerment. Through the complex 
negotiations of difference it requires, interdisciplinary 
learning offers the kind of transformative experience 
that may facilitate a student’s sense of a belonging within 
diverse educational and professional contexts.
Staff engagement initiatives
Staff identified gaps in existing approaches and 
opportunities to develop sounder interdisciplinary 
pedagogy, and highlighted challenges associated with 
interdisciplinary teaching and learning which highlight 
areas for future research, the most pressing of which is 
structural alignment within programs.
Staff highlighted the need for careful thought and 
planning in the timing and design of interdisciplinary 
activities within the curriculum and expressed a wariness 
associated with ‘retro-fitting’ the curriculum. Current 
interdisciplinary opportunities in the School of Media and 
Communication were revealed as typically industry-driven, 
not only in their outputs but also in their design. While 
these opportunities may lead to important networking 
opportunities for student employability, they may also 
lead to ‘rushed’ and imbalanced curriculum design and the 
positioning of universities as service providers for industry. 
Staff also expressed concern about the time and resources 
required to manage student expectations and support them 
to effectively embrace collaboration and the objectives 
of the learning experience. This staff perception of the 
challenges of the interdisciplinary learning experiences 
versus the ‘traditional offerings’ argues an acute need 
for improved support services for staff teaching in an 
interdisciplinary environment.
Even with greater resource allocation and academic 
support, there may be unique challenges associated with 
interdisciplinary practices within creative disciplines 
beyond the necessary conditions required for effective 
collaboration. Programs in fields that are still working to 
establish themselves as disciplines and negotiate their own 
theoretical boundaries are concerned that interdisciplinary 
collaboration might be a barrier to disciplinary legitimacy. 
Meanwhile, established creative programs are wary of 
interdisciplinary collaboration that might limit their 
participation as a ‘service discipline’ or ‘pack horses’ for 
other people’s ideas. 
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Phase Four:  
The Global at Home, 
At Home in the Global  
(Tier Three: Global)
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Phase Four: The Global at Home, At Home in the Global  
(Tier Three: Global)
Holding that concepts of internationalisation and student 
employability are fundamentally linked in increasingly 
global employment markets, in this final phase of The 
Belonging Project, The Global at Home: At Home in the 
Global, we drew on global and internationalised curriculum 
models as proposed by innovators such as Betty Leask and 
Michelle Barker. This perspective is founded on the growing 
evidence that globalising the curriculum works best for 
the student cohort as a whole when it is embedded across 
the formal, the informal, and the “hidden curriculum” 
(Leask & Bridge, 2013, p. 81). While the concept of an 
internationalised or global curriculum is not new, staff 
continue to be confused about how to create meaningful 
classroom experiences for a global cohort and thus study 
tours and exchange programs remain the peak global 
experience for a limited number of students.
Meanwhile, like many universities throughout the sector, 
RMIT prioritises global connections and promises graduates 
that they will be ready for the contemporary international 
workplace. 
While many student may be thinking internationally and 
positioning themselves as future global professionals, many 
may not consider this part of their student experience and 
even fewer are able to take advantage of existing exchange 
or study abroad opportunities. 
The global initiatives 
In response to our perspective on global and 
internationalised curriculum, this phase was divided 
into three stages each of which reflected a key point of 
emphasis. We aimed to develop an integrated model for 
targeted interventions in curriculum design and pedagogy. 
These interventions, in the form of case studies, were 
designed to support students to develop intercultural 
skills, knowledge and awareness through a series of staged 
experiences situated ‘at home’ in local contexts. The 
research and interventions were predominantly carried out 
within the School of Media and Communication utilising 
existing University infrastructure. 
Phase Four: What we learnt
Interventions aimed at fostering global competencies can be developed and delivered at all levels of 
universities. Some ideas include:
Intercultural competencies professional development for staff focused on internationalising the curriculum to support 
the development of intercultural competencies in disciplinary contexts across all year levels ‘at home’.
Platforms for internationalised learning and teaching practices exchange between staff and faculty across all schools 
and disciplines.
Global learning and teaching communities of practice established within schools.
University-wide alignment of learning and teaching strategies and policies to support sustainable integration of the 
diverse academic cultures.
Increase equity to global learning experiences to facilitate sustained intercultural engagement for those unable to par-
ticipate in long-term study abroad, supporting the development of more equitable relationships between participants in 
global experiences, and developing reciprocal travel opportunities for international university partners involved in  
study tours.
Case study GRAP2199
Initiatives for Phase 4: The Global at Home: At Home in the Global
Stage one: Identify and acknowledge existing global diver-
sity in the classroom (‘feeling global’)
Case Study: Data-packs and professional development 
workshop
Stage two: Fostering global perspectives (‘doing global’) Case Study: GRAP2199 (Communication Design History 
and Theory A)
Case Study: GRAP2200 (Communication Design History 
and Theory B)
Stage three: An ‘at home’ global peak experience (‘being 
global’)
Case Study: COMM2324 (Interdisciplinary Communication 
Project - RMIT Melbourne)
Case Study: COMM2386 (Interdisciplinary Communication 
Project - RMIT Vietnam)
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Harnessing diversity: Recognising and celebrating the 
students’ existing diversity and strengths
This phase of the project presented an opportunity to 
partner with RMIT’s Office of Business Intelligence and 
the College Senior Advisors Learning and Teaching on the 
development of de-identified enrolled student data-packs 
and professional development workshops.
The dissemination of these de-identified data-packs prior 
to the commencement of the teaching period, supported 
by staff workshops, resulted in more responsive and 
relevant curriculum planning. Additionally, the workshops 
we designed and presented offered a valuable platform 
for collaboration and sharing of knowledge and skills. In 
bringing programs together with this information and 
support, staff at all levels were able to respond to existing 
cohort diversity and make meaningful plans for the 
changing diversity of cohorts at multiple transition points 
within programs.
Our findings suggest that accurate and accessible 
information concerning cohort diversity may also facilitate 
more adaptive, responsive and innovative approaches 
to assessment and other indicators of student success. 
In addition, equipping staff with this information early 
and throughout the cohort lifecycle enables educators 
and higher education institutions to mediate student and 
employer expectations. 
Embedding a global employability framework
Expanding existing best practice models of employer 
embedded curriculum and assessment design, our 
work within the first year core Bachelor of Design 
(Communication Design) course to create assessment 
tasks that supported students in developing aspects of 
their professional identity within the context of the 
Discussion
interconnected, globalised world demonstrate the benefits 
associated with such interventions. In addition, we ran two 
surveys issued to all academic staff in the School of Media 
and Communication inviting comment on professional 
development needs within the concept of ‘The Global  
at Home’.
Findings reveal that early exposure to employers help 
students to clarify professional goals as well as build 
confidence in their pre-existing skills. Such early 
interventions promote a deeper sense of belonging to 
professional discipline, increase enthusiasm for the 
discipline and cement commitment to improve generic 
and specialist skills for future employment anywhere in 
the world. The opportunity to receive direct feedback 
at various stages in the completion of the task offers 
the opportunity to engage in a genuine dialogue with 
participating employers and reinforces a sense of 
belonging to the profession and early professional identity. 
Importantly, working directly with international ‘real-life’ 
clients tests student’s capacity to adhere to professional 
standards, and expands their foundational skills and 
cultural understanding to develop internationally relevant 
communications and creative solutions.
From the perspective of staff, our results uncover a strong 
demand for resources, training and support to embed global 
competencies within curriculum:
The university needs to invest in these resources and in staff 
training which would identify what the particular cultural 
group has experienced in previous education. This is actually 
more critical than blanket cultural sensitivity training, and 
might help staff deal with the learning style of individual 
students and their particular backgrounds.
I have both international experience and contacts. I know 
how to embed these in my programs and courses. What I do 
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not have at RMIT is any supporting infrastructure (systems, 
processes and technological support) to enable these to be taken 
to an appropriate level. Having to apply for external funding to 
‘internationalise’ is rather sad for a university that purports to 
have a global outlook. RMIT’s systems are antithetical to good 
practice in this regard.
Our findings affirm the shared benefits associated with 
directly connecting students, educators, employers 
and clients to encourage a sustained dialogue from the 
beginning of the higher education experience. As one 
student noted in a focus group, this allowed students 
to develop their professional identity “organically and 
naturally” while simultaneously building core disciplinary 
skills. Importantly, employer-embedded assessment is 
proven to effect an increase in equity and professional 
connections for all members of the cohort by facilitating 
relationships between employers and students who might 
not otherwise participate these types of global project 
experiences in first year.
Developing intercultural competencies through peak 
global experiences
The Interdisciplinary Communication Project at home study 
tour provided positive results, particular for students from 
diverse backgrounds who were offered opportunities for 
sustained work-integrated intercultural engagement and 
the development of basic tools for capacity building. Given 
that the acquisition of these capacities occurs in stops and 
starts alongside each individual’s growing awareness of 
inequities and intercultural awareness, the project allowed 
for intercultural relationships to develop as organically  
as possible. 
Despite these positive results, full reciprocity and equitable 
intercultural engagement remain ongoing issues, and 
highlight that study tours are not a one-stop answer to 
the development of global citizens. The challenge for 
educational institutions and educators is to recognize 
that “study abroad in and of itself does not lead to [that] 
development” (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002, p.43). 
Meaningful intercultural learning requires purposeful 
design that shapes spaces not only of encounter but also of 
sustained reflection. Reflecting on the teaching experience, 
course coordinators asserted that time-shifting and 
prolonged engagement resulted in overall better student 
experiences. However, like students, they noted that 
prolonging cross-cultural interactions did not completely 
negate the ethnocentric behaviours that had characterised 
earlier iterations of the subject. 
Case study At Home Study Tour
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The Belonging Project: Conclusion
Students learn best when they are connected and confident, 
and it is the obligation of universities to assist each 
individual to gain the skills and knowledge to achieve their 
professional and personal goals. A sense of belonging is 
essential to this objective.
Our work has proven the value of The Belonging Project 
Narrative Model. This model was designed for delivery 
in the School of Media and Communication at RMIT 
University and informed by contemporary literature and 
research. Its design has been tailored to the characteristics 
and features of our university and, thus, the model is 
not presented for the purpose of direct application to 
other higher educational settings. Instead, it offers a 
rigorously researched reference for other institutions in the 
development of transferrable approaches to enhance the 
student experience. 
Within the unique context of our institution, we learnt 
that:
1. The Belonging Project Narrative Model works when 
applied to a holistic, co-curricula environment. 
2. Belonging as an ethos also works, particularly when 
embraced and embedded across programs, schools and the 
university.
3. It’s hard but worth it for everyone!
Our research, recommendations and disseminations 
have made valuable contributions to our school and wider 
institution despite the inevitable changes—internal and 
external—which are characteristic of contemporary higher 
institutions globally. Like our students, we have adapted 
and approached our work with the flexibility required to 
navigate this vibrant and challenging terrain. 
Thus, a key to our success has been the advocacy, passion 
and determination of all the project champions embedded 
throughout the university who share the objective of 
making the RMIT student experience one which meets 
the needs of the diverse contemporary Australian student 
population. This cohort consists of our research team, the 
staff and students who participated in the research, and the 
wider community of individuals who have supported and 
contributed to the project.
What worked for us
1. Start small and sustainable! Develop low-cost, flexible initiatives aligned to program, school and university strate-
gic goals which can start small and build over time.
2. Work with what you have got! Use action-based research models supported by short-term, initiative-based 
funding opportunities to maximise meaningful research outputs.
3. Go grassroots! Harness support and engagement from key staff (academic, professional and service) and identify 
champions who will advocate and support your work. 
4. Connect with your sector! Get outside your institutional walls and engage with the sector and industry.
5. Get your research out there! Disseminate and talk about your findings through a range of avenues, both within 
your institution and externally. 
6. Embrace diversity! Acknowledge the diversity (local and international) throughout your institution.
7. Celebrate learning and teaching! A strong L&T culture is required and can be promoted by the project.
Students hard at work in the Atelier Space
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The success of the project can be measured through the 
ongoing life of initiatives. The data- pack initiative has 
been embraced by the University and is likely to become a 
valuable part in creating an enhanced first year experience 
for students entering at any point of a program. Cohort 
Days Out continue to be embraced by programs as a low-
cost, easy to deliver model of building a sense of belonging 
within program cohorts, and the initiatives piloted in the 
School of Media and Communication stand as examples of 
ways to successfully adapt existing program components in 
order to create global intercultural experiences. 
Yet, each initiative remains vulnerable in the absence 
of top-down, whole of university approach to an ethos 
of belonging. The Student Informal Space (The Atelier) is 
an example of the fragility of such initiatives. Despite its 
acknowledged value and importance in the construction 
of an engaged and positive student experience, in 2015 the 
integrity of the space was threatened by the legitimate 
needs for space for other uses of the building. The issues 
surrounding this initiative alone demonstrates the need for 
‘whole of university’ commitment to ensure that projects 
of this nature are supported by institutional and structural 
alignment if real and ongoing benefits of such research are 
to be achieved.
The enthusiasm of project participants has sustained The 
Belonging Project. Staff affirm the value the model and 
value the support and sense of belonging the project has 
brought within a context of constant change. Students feel 
more valued and committed to RMIT and their disciplines, 
and willingly advocate on behalf of the project. 
The Belonging Project will continue to live through 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model, the work of staff 
champions who believe in an ethos of belonging, the 
positive experiences of students who participated in the 
project and the ongoing research by lead members of the 
project team, Bronwyn Clarke and Rachel Wilson. Watch 
this space!
We are happy to be contacted to discuss the Belonging 
Project in greater detail:
Bronwyn Clarke: Bronwyn.clarke@rmit.edu.au
Rachel Wilson: Rachel.Wilson@rmit.edu.au
What to be prepared for
1. Institutional change and the associated issues, including staff change fatigue and academic time constraints.
2. Research team pressures associated with undertaking a longitudinal, multi-dimensional research project based on 
multiple interconnected and simultaneous phases and tiers.
3. Changing research funding models and government priorities which impact upon project delivery, including staff 
and funding.
4. Challenges associated with advocating for the incorporation of research findings into institutional practice in order 
to generate sectoral change.
5. Challenges of embedding recommendations arising from a grassroots student-focused versus top down strategy-
lead project.
The future of The Belonging Project
Mapping the first year experience
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The Belonging Project 
Proposition
The Belonging Project is a four-year pilot project to 
investigate, design and trial an integrated program 
and school-based approach to enhancing the RMIT 
undergraduate cohort experience. 
The Belonging Project was initiated by academic 
staff in RMIT’s School of Media and Communication. 
Arising from the context of the School’s formation 
after a merger of two smaller schools in 2009, 
the project aims to develop a model for an 
improved cohort experience aligned to the three-
year undergraduate degree structure, which can 
be applicable more broadly in other schools and 
institutions.
In the Belonging Project narrative model (the 
model), each student’s sense of identity and belonging 
is built incrementally across the three years of their 
undergraduate degree program. In fi rst year students 
establish a strong disciplinary and professional 
base within their program cohort. In second year, 
students build on this disciplinary base, becoming 
more aware of their place within an interdisciplinary 
community (a wider school cohort). In third year, 
they are supported to test their disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary identity and knowledge by working 
in a wider world of intercultural and global links and 
experiences.
Planting the Seeds
‘Planting the Seeds’ was Phase 1 of the Belonging 
Project. During this fi rst phase, which took 
place across six months from July to December 
2011, we tested and refi ned the model through 
a sequence of formal and informal interactions 
with staff and students in the School of Media and 
Communication. Through this process, we progressed 
from a theoretical model to concrete plans for its 
implementation. The fi rst phase of the project 
culminated in the announcement of a number of pilot 
activities for an improved ‘fi rst year experience’ (FYE) 
to be trialed in the School in 2012. 
Our model and its pilot initiatives respond to the 
demands of a changing national higher education 
environment. The 2008 Bradley Review signaled 
that increasing numbers of students, particularly 
those from low Socio Economic Status (SES) and 
international backgrounds, will be taking part in 
degree programs to reach government tertiary 
education participation targets. Our model aims 
to help equip all students, regardless of their 
background, with the necessary cultural capital for 
their future careers. While we cannot ensure that 
every student has a successful university experience, 
it is possible to create an environment that is better 
equipped to deal with student transition, so that 
all students have the opportunity to make the 
most of the existing interdisciplinary, industry and 
global links offered by the School. This inclusive 
approach means that all students will benefi t from 
our initiatives, but they are particularly designed to 
enhance the experience of students from low SES 
backgrounds, or those who have relocated (from 
overseas, interstate or rural areas) to attend RMIT.
Through piloting and reviewing initiatives 
for the FYE in 2012 (Recommendations for Pilot 
Initiatives in 2012, p. 38) and the development of 
subsequent initiatives for the second and third year 
cohorts in 2013–14, we aim to develop an approach 
to understanding and shaping a student cohort 
experience that can be applied beyond our School 





Year 2 Year 3
Graduation
and beyond
Diagram 1: The Belonging Project’s Model of the 
Undergraduate Student Experience – ‘The Trumpet’
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The team
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Academic Leaders
Associate Professor David Carlin
David is an Associate Professor in the School of 
Media and Communication. David was Program 
Director, Media from 2009–10 and is now a researcher, 
creative practitioner and teacher working in the 
fi elds of creative writing, media and interdisciplinary 
communication research projects. 
David’s professional background is as a writer, 
director and producer in fi lm, theatre and circus. 
David currently teaches an undergraduate course 
in Literary Non-fi ction, and a lab in the School of 
Media and Communication’s Honours program.
Bronwyn Clarke 
Bronwyn  is the Director of Special Projects, 
(Communication Design) in the School of Media 
and Communication. Bronwyn is researching and 
reviewing best practice models of selection and 
retention of students in line with her study and 
experience as a Program Director and Selection 
Offi cer in the College of Design and Social Context. 
Bronwyn has also been involved with RMIT’s Equity 
Database Implementation as an advisor and database 
tester. 
Bronwyn’s professional background is as a 
graphic designer, where she sat on the ADGA 
(Australian Graphic Design Association) council as 
the Communications Manager. 
Bronwyn has been involved in offshore teaching 
for over 11 years, most currently with the delivery of 
the Communication Design Program in Singapore, 
delivered in partnership with the Singapore Institute 
of Management (SIM). Bronwyn is also an advisor on 
the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority 
review of Year 13 programs and assessment models 
and how this experience transitions into Higher 
Education. 
Rachel Wilson 
Rachel is the Program Director of the Media Program 
in the School of Media and Communication. Prior to 
undertaking a role as Program Director, Rachel was 
the Media Program’s Selection Offi cer and Careers 
Offi cer. Rachel has also received a number of teaching 
awards. 
Rachel’s professional background is as a media 
practitioner. 
Rachel has been teaching within the Higher 
Education sector for 18 years, specialising in the 
Screen Production discipline. Rachel is currently 
teaching media production and applied research in 
the School of Media and Communication. 
Rachel’s current research includes archiving, 
memory and representations of trauma. Rachel served 
as the President of the peak discipline body ASPERA 
(Australian Screen Production Education and Research 
Association) from 2010–2011, and currently holds the 
position of National Secretary. 
Project Support Team
Karli Lukas, Project Offi cer 
After graduating from the RMIT Media Program, Karli 
worked in various capacities in the fi lm, television 
and screen culture industries before re-entering the 
tertiary education sector as an Academic Services 
Offi cer. Her extensive experience both as a student and 
professional staff member within the School of Media 
and Communication brings a unique perspective to the 
project.
Dr Lucy Morieson, Research Offi cer 
Lucy graduated from RMIT’s Journalism Program 
before working as a researcher and reporter, most 
notably at online news publication Crikey. Inspired 
by her work in the world of online publishing, she 
returned to RMIT to complete her PhD on the political 
development of online journalism in Australia. 
While pursuing her PhD research, she also taught 
extensively across a range of courses and programs 
in RMIT’s School of Media and Communication. Her 
current role provides an opportunity to combine 
the writing and interviewing experience developed 
as a journalist and researcher with the insights into 
the student experience gained through her teaching 
work. 
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Project Reference Group
The role of this group was as follows:
1. To provide support, ideas and critical feedback 
to the Academic Lead Team in line with the 
project’s goals.
2. To help open and maintain two-way lines of 
communication between the Project Team and 
all levels of staff and students within the School, 
as well as with relevant stakeholders beyond 
the School.
The Belonging Team met monthly with the 
following group of internal and external RMIT 
colleagues:
School of Media and Communication 
colleagues:
Bruce Berryman
Program Director, Professional Communication
Philippa Brear
Program Director, Public Relations
Helen Dickson
Program Director, Animation and Interactive Media 
Kieran Doolan




Senior Manager, Planning & Resources
Mark Lycette
Program Director, Animation and Interactive Media 
Associate Professor Fiona Peterson
Deputy Dean, Learning and Teaching
Allan James Thomas
Lecturer, Media and Communication 
Lucinda Strahan
Lecturer, Professional Communication 
External colleagues:
Sue Bolt
Director, Student Cohort Experience Project, 
Offi ce of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic)
Associate Professor Andrea Chester
Deputy Head of Learning and Teaching, 




Senior Advisor, Learning and Teaching, 
Design and Social Context Offi ce 
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Project concept
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Aims 
The Belonging Project has the following overall aims 
within a higher education context:
1 To develop strategies to support the 
participation and integration of students 
from diverse backgrounds, circumstances 
and cultures, including in particular students 
those from low Socio Economic Status (SES) 
backgrounds
2 To enhance student satisfaction and retention 
rates
3 To help develop and make known a distinctive 
RMIT student experience.
Proposition: The Belonging 
Narrative Model 
Background 
The Belonging narrative model (the model) grew 
initially from a ‘brainstorming’ collaboration between 
Media Program academics Rachel Wilson and David 
Carlin at a strategic planning meeting in RMIT’s 
School of Media and Communication in late 2010, 
where program directors were asked to concretise 
the University’s strategic plan in an attempt to build 
a unique RMIT student experience. The model built 
on previous work undertaken by staff within the 
Media Program over a number of years to develop 
and document a common pedagogical approach, 
and create a unifi ed learning and teaching narrative 
for staff and students of the Program. In early 
2011, Bronwyn Clarke, then Program Director of 
Communication Design, whose current research is 
investigating questions of student transition and 
inclusion, joined the team in further elaborating 
the model.
The model proposes a three-tiered narrative, 
in which students are able to develop a sense of 
belonging:
Tier 1 To a disciplinary/professional cohort 
(at RMIT this is the ‘program’ level)
Tier 2 Within an interdisciplinary learning 
environment 
(at RMIT, this is largely but not solely, 
at the School level), and
Tier 3 A wider world of global intercultural 
networks
The Three-Year Structure
The three-tiered narrative of student belonging 
is designed to overlay across the three-year 
undergraduate degree structure.
In fi rst year, students most strongly identify 
with their program cohort (‘I am a Journalism student’). 
Therefore the fi rst tier of the model focuses on 
building connections within that cohort (initially 
within their own year-group, but then also across 
year-groups). Crucially, this sense of internal 
connections within the cohort develops within the 
context of starting to build a sense of disciplinary 
and professional identity (‘As a Journalism student, I am 
starting to get an understanding of what it is like, and will be 
like, to be a Journalist’). 
Interventions towards this fi rst tier would build 
upon existing best practice for Orientation and 
Transition activities, extending beyond O-Week to 
include ideas such as camps and other off-campus 
cohort activities linked to the fi rst year curriculum. 
Cross-year mentoring and events to introduce 
students to industry leaders and recent graduates 
might also be facilitated.
In second year, the aim is to broaden the student 
experience, building upon the strong program, 
disciplinary and professional identity established in 
fi rst year. In this tier of the model, students begin 
to make sense of their discipline in relation to other 
disciplines; their languages, processes and outcomes 
(‘I can see that being a journalist involves being able to work 
with and understand the perspectives of designers, media-
makers, strategic communications people, etc.’). This enables 
students to benefi t from the rich interdisciplinary 
environment presented by schools such as Media 
and Communication, with its eleven undergraduate 
programs representing a range of disciplines (the 
eleven programs are: Advertising, Animation and 
Interactive Media, Communication Design, Creative 
Writing, Games, Journalism, Media, Music Industry, 
Photography, Professional Communication, and Public 
Relations). It also opens possibilities for collaborations 
with disciplines across school boundaries within the 
University.
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Interventions to achieve this interdisciplinary 
experience might include activities within and 
outside the formal curriculum, such as; development 
of interdisciplinary course electives, shared projects 
across discipline-specifi c courses, fostering of 
shared informal student spaces on campus, shared 
exhibitions and presentations of student work. There 
are a number of formal and informal activities that 
could allow students to explore connections within 
the interdisciplinary environment of our diverse 
School, across the university, and to a broad range 
of industry connections.
Towards third year, students are beginning to 
think of themselves as future professionals working 
in a wider world that extends beyond their university 
connections. We aim to support and enhance this 
existing transition by centering the third tier of 
the model on global and intercultural contexts: 
on students developing their sense of disciplinary 
identity through immersion in the wider world. We 
seek to enable students to build their confi dence and 
understanding of how to practice their disciplines 
across cultures and within ‘real-world’ industries and 
communities.
The aim of the third tier is to ensure that all 
students will have a global experience of some kind; 
whether it is, for example, an international project 
collaboration using technologies across distance, 
a collaboration or interaction with RMIT’s offshore 
campuses, a study tour, an international exchange 
or other form of study abroad. 
Taken in combination, these three levels 
culminate to build a sense of cohort that begins 
with a strong, disciplinary base, and broadens out to 
encompass interdisciplinary and global connections. 
It works by making transparent the existing 
transitions and key stressor points where students 
have indicated that the university could be doing 
more to support and improve the student experience. 
The ‘trumpet model’ diagram (refer to Executive 
Summary, p. 6) is an attempt to visualise the three tiers 
of our model – disciplinary, interdisciplinary and global 
– against the three-year structure of the undergraduate 
degree. It shows that the tiers are best thought of 
as a shifting focus across the three years, gradually 
broadening the student experience as it extends 
the student’s sense of disciplinary and professional 
identity. The three tiers do not follow one upon the 
other in a strict linear sequence, but operate to some 
extent simultaneously across the entire undergraduate 
experience (for example, the global and intercultural 
tier emerges from the very beginning of the student 
experience within our School, since our classrooms are 
global and intercultural by virtue of the nature of our 
student cohorts). 
Project Plan
The Belonging Project was conceived as a four-year 
enterprise, from 2011 to 2014. The initial project 
plan, subject to ongoing elaboration and review, is as 
follows:
2011 Phase 1: Planting the Seeds
2012 Phase 2: Focus on the First Year Experience
2013 Phase 3: Focus on the interdisciplinary 
environment
2014 Phase 4: Focus on global initiatives
The objective is to test and refi ne the model by 
rolling out a number of activities and interventions, 
both formal and informal, across the three years of 
undergraduate study and understand their impacts on 
the student experience. The initial proposition is that 
we will offer programs a suite of suggested activities – 
from, for example, a camp, to study support sessions 
and an end of year School festival – along with the 
necessary guidance and support for achieving them. 
Individual programs are able to adopt and tailor these 
activities depending on their specifi c needs. 
The model is intended to be fl exible and agile. 
The aim of piloting these activities and interventions 
is that it may prove the model’s use of measurable 
benefi t across the School, beyond the School, and 
across the University and the tertiary sector more 
generally. 
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Phase 1: Planting the Seeds
Aims:
1. Develop a model of student ‘belonging’, and test and refi ne through consultation with staff and students in the 
School of Media and Communication. 
2. Promote a sense of belonging among staff from every program across the School, by engaging them in the project 
at a grassroots level. 
3. Map current practices and activities across the School — formal and informal — that relate to student engagement.
4. Gather and analyse student perspectives on the current undergraduate student experience within programs, 
the School and the University.
5. Situate the project model and methodology within the latest literature and alongside existing practices.
6. Establish baseline data for the evaluation of pilot initiatives throughout subsequent phases of the project. 
7. Develop a plan for piloting key initiatives in 2012 and beyond.
8. Develop networks of communication and disseminate project fi ndings across the School and University.
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The Australian Higher 
Education Context 
The Bradley Review
The Australian Government’s Bradley Review 
into Higher Education (2008) outlined a number 
of recommendations to dramatically increase the 
percentage of the Australian population with tertiary 
qualifi cations – and in particular, participation rates 
of students from low SES backgrounds – by 2020.
Specifi cally the Bradley Review recommended 
the following: 
• a national target of at least 40% of 25 to 34-year-
olds having attained a qualifi cation at bachelor 
level or higher by 2020
• a national target of 20% of Higher Education 
enrolments at undergraduate level are people 
from low SES backgrounds by 2020
These recommendations are driven by the 
government’s desire to increase overall participation 
in the Higher Education system in order to build 
Australia’s skilled workforce, its research and 
innovation system, and ability to compete in the 
global economy (Bradley Review, p. xi).
However, to increase the rates of participation 
across the population as a whole, it is necessary to 
broaden access to the groups of people currently less 
likely to participate, including: Indigenous people, 
people with low Socio Economic Status (SES), and 
those from regional and remote areas (p. xi). 
Attracting and Retaining Low SES Students 
Currently, a student from a high SES background is 
about three times more likely to attend university 
than a student from a low SES background (Bradley 
Review, p. 7). Students from low SES backgrounds 
are particularly poorly represented in programs that 
typify RMIT’s School of Media and Communication 
– creative arts and professional fi elds of study with 
competitive entry (ibid). 
But overall, low SES participation is an issue of 
access rather than success once enrolled (Universities 
Australia p. 4). Overall, low SES students perform 
highly, achieving 97% of the pass rates of their 
medium and high SES peers (Bradley Review, p. 7). 
The challenge then begins long before university, as 
people from low SES backgrounds are “more likely 
to have lower perceptions of the attainability of a 
university place, less confi dence in the personal and 
career relevance of higher education and may be 
more likely to experience alienation from the cultures 
of universities.” (p. 3) Student engagement efforts, like 
this project, must target these specifi c anxieties. 
Higher Education Participation & 
Partnerships Program (HEPPP)
The Higher Education Participation and Partnerships 
Program (HEPPP) exists to support the federal 
government’s aim for 20% participation by students 
from low SES backgrounds by 2020. Specifi cally, 
HEPPP’s purpose is to generate activities and 
strategies across Australian universities to improve 
access, engagement, retention and success for people 
from low SES backgrounds in degree-level study. 
This project sits within the participation arm of 
HEPPP, and is one of 3% of learning and teaching 
projects funded by HEPPP nationally. One of 
HEPPP’s aims is to undertake and support research 
into activities that improve the participation of 
students from low SES backgrounds. As all programs 
and universities – not only nationally, but also 
internationally – prepare to accept a larger and more 
diverse student cohort, there will be a growing need 
for strategies to ensure their success of this new 
cohort. The Belonging Project aims to respond to this 
need: to offer a practical, fl exible and transferable 
model for engaging all students, regardless of 
background. 
RMIT University Context 
RMIT University: 
Global, Urban, Connected
Within the fast-changing Australian Higher 
Education environment, RMIT has developed a 
strategic plan, mapping its goals to 2015. The plan 
includes a commitment to building “a diverse 
student population, reaching out to those who 
are disadvantaged, creating pathways through 
our programs, and providing opportunities for 
our students in employment and entrepreneurial 
endeavor” (RMIT, 2011). RMIT’s three key strategic 
goals are to be global, urban and connected. The model 
translates these goals into concrete plans, activities 
and achievements – for our School, and, into the 
future, for the University as a whole. 
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The project connects closely with the University’s 
broad vision, and intersects with its strategic goals in 
the following specifi c ways: 
• Global – The third tier of the model, with its 
focus on the global experience, actively develops 
strategies to enact RMIT’s commitment to 
internationally relevant curricula, incorporating 
cross-cultural learning. 
• Urban – RMIT is committed to building “a diverse 
student population, reaching out to those who 
are disadvantaged, creating pathways through 
our programs, and providing opportunities for 
our students in employment and entrepreneurial 
endeavor” (RMIT, 2011, p. 12). Through a focus on 
building an inclusive environment that supports 
all students – including those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds – the model aims to create a sense 
of cohort and a student experience that will make 
pathways through our programs easier for those 
disadvantaged. 
• Connected – First, through building a sense of 
cohort through student work: “collaboration and 
team work is encouraged and a sense of belonging 
for students and staff is supported” (RMIT, 2011, 
p. 7). Second, through active partnerships with 
networks of professions and industries aligned 
with our programs. The model builds on the 
fi rst mode of connection – within the cohort – to 
create a strong foundation upon which students 
can build connections with the professional 
communities outside the University in which they 
hope to work. 
RMIT’s Student Cohort Experience Project
At RMIT, the Belonging Project sits within a broader 
university-wide initiative, the Student Cohort 
Experience Project, which aims to defi ne the RMIT 
cohort experience. Operating out of the University’s 
Academic Portfolio, the Student Cohort Experience 
Project brings together a number of efforts across 
the university working, in both sectors (TAFE and 
HE) and in a range of diverse ways, to improve the 
student cohort experience. The project is borne out 
of the University’s Strategic Plan goal to enhance the 
student experience by building students’ affi liations 
with their peers and future professions, and to create 
a sense of student belonging and commitment to the 
University. 
The Student Cohort Experience Project identifi ed 
a number of pilot projects for 2012 to enhance and 
develop current practices, and to help defi ne the key 
characteristics of a successful and distinctive student 
cohort experience at RMIT. The Belonging Project is 
one of these pilots, alongside initiatives in the School 
of Education, the Business College and the School of 
Engineering (TAFE). 
A Changing School Environment 
The Belonging Project was initially envisaged as a 
way to foster engagement and cohesion in a large, 
diverse and relatively new school. The School of 
Media and Communication, the largest school at RMIT 
University with approximately 215 fulltime staff, 
was born in 2009 out of the merger of the Schools 
of Applied Communication and Creative Media. The 
new School’s size, combined with its geographically 
dispersed campus, presented challenges to achieving 
any sense of cohesion among staff and students across 
the various programs and disciplinary areas. The 
Belonging Project was in part an attempt to respond 
to this new environment by fostering a sense of 
community and encouraging better use of the latent 
interdisciplinary environment. 
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The Scholarly Context
Literature Review
During Phase 1 of the project, a wide-ranging and 
extensive literature review was conducted around a 
number of areas identifi ed as central to our research. 
Literature Review Key themes
• Student engagement 
• Narrative methodology 
• Capacity building
• Formal and informal curriculum development 
• The fi rst year experience (FYE) 
• Low Socio Economic Status (SES) participation 
• Belonging 
• Cultural capital and capacity building 
• The broader context of the shifting role of tertiary 
education internationally. 
The collection and review of the literature was 
guided by three key aims: 
1. To build upon already established best practice so 
as not to ‘re-invent the wheel’ through our model 
and pilot initiatives. 
2. To benchmark our project aims against 
international best practice. 
3. To identify existing gaps in relation to student 
engagement initiatives both locally and 
internationally. 
As outlined, the project’s three-tier narrative 
model emerged after synthesising the fi ndings of 
the 2008 Review of Australian Higher Education 
lead by Denise Bradley (known as the Bradley 
Review) and RMIT’s 2010 strategic plan. We believe 
that the ‘meta narrative’ of the Belonging Project 
is a meaningful way to make ‘real’ and ‘concrete’ 
the changes in expectations of academic staff and 
students that accompany these new developments. 
Many of the changes are predicated on shifts in how 
we understand the way people learn and the changing 
cultural and economic role of the university in more 
general terms. Particular to the Australian context is 
the growing expectation that universities will become 
proactive agents in both attracting students from low 
SES backgrounds and, of special importance to this 
project, in retaining them. 
We have included a table of International 
Benchmarks (refer p. 19) that better visualises other 
projects and initiatives from around the world that 
intersect with our topic and aims. To date we are a 
yet to identify another project that approaches the 
student experience in the holistic manner that our 
proposed model does. There are, however, many 
exemplary projects that we have drawn upon to 
inform our practice, and the work of Sally Kift and 
Karen Nelson has been particularly infl uential. 
It is important to note that “institutions [are] 
struggling to achieve cross-institutional integration, 
coordination and coherence of FYE policy and 
practice” (Kift, Nelson and Clarke, 2010, p.1). Our 
project sits within the context of RMIT University’s 
own current work to understand and defi ne the 
unique RMIT student experience. 
In their work on the FYE and transition, Nelson, 
Smith and Clarke (2011) outline Vincent Tinto’s (2005) 
infl uential scholarship on student retention. Tinto 
outlines a model of institutional action, comprising 
of fi ve conditions that can enhance student retention: 
“institutional commitment; institutional expectations; 
support; feedback; and involvement (Tinto in Nelson, 
Smith and Clarke, p. 2). Nelson, Smith and Clarke’s 
work at QUT is instructive given its “whole-of-
institution” approach. Kift (2008) also acknowledges 
and responds to the challenge of enacting a “holistic, 
systematically-managed, vision for the FYE that is truly 
student-focussed and is indeed greater than the sum 
of its many parts” (p. 2). In response, Kift suggests that 
institutions need to position the FYE as an institutional 
priority by making it “both in rhetoric and reality, 
‘everybody’s business’” (p. 3) – an approach that QUT 
has evidenced a strong cultural shift across various 
levels of the university. Similarly, the three-tiered 
nature of our narrative model requires that transition 
becomes ‘everybody’s business’, as part of the three-
year undergraduate experience across all years and all 
programs. 
Nelson, Smith and Clarke (2011, p. 5) present their 
model, ‘Individual and Institutional Characteristics 
Infl uencing Student Retention and Engagement’ 
(IICISRE), for scoping existing infl uences on the 
student experience as well as measuring outcomes. 
The IICISRE model takes into account: student 
factors, institutional context, and teacher factors as 
part of the range of ‘input’ factors on the student 
experience, as well as the academic, social and 
institutional factors that can have a transformative 
effect on the student experience; and then fi nally, 
the ‘output’ factors, such as the knowledge, skills 
18 The Belonging Project: Report 2011
and attitudes that students hope to gain at university. 
This comprehensive model has shaped the team’s 
approach to scoping, mapping, implementing and 
mapping new and existing student-centred initiatives. 
First introduced in the 1970’s, Pierre Bourdieu’s 
sociological concept of ‘cultural capital’ is now well 
established within literature around social mobility 
and has become a key part of approaching of low 
SES inclusion within Higher Education. Whilst the 
framework does have its limitations – as discussed 
by Rachelle Winkle-Wagner in her book, From 
Cultural Capital: The Promises and Pitfalls in Educational 
Research (2010) – it continues to provide a compelling 
framework to explain the way cultural status signals 
are privileged in Higher Educational settings: 
The idea of cultural capital does shift thinking in 
education toward structural notions of acquisition 
and perpetuation of privilege and inequality. Cultural 
capital can be helpful in identifying the “currency” 
that some students have and other students do not 
possess in educational settings. (Winkle-Wagner, 
2010, p. 111) 
It is this defi nition that has informed the 
structural shifts required within RMIT and the 
School to mitigate the absence of particular forms 
of ‘cultural capital’ that might limit students from 
low SES backgrounds from fully accessing the range 
of activities on offer – particularly those relating to 
international exchange programs. 
This notion of ‘cultural capital’ has also informed 
the work of Dr Patricia McLean from Melbourne 
University in her 2004 report Investing in Cultural 
Capital: A Partnership Enhancing Transition for Equity 
Students. Drawing on the work of Levine and Nideffer 
(1996), McLean reiterates the importance of early 
interactions with other students in helping shape or 
re-shape students’ conceptions of what is possible and 
to build a sense of belonging.
In relation to theoretical notions of ‘belonging’ 
much of the literature resides within the domain of 
psychology (more specifi cally social psychology) and 
within the literature of inclusion and exclusion. Dr 
Roy Baumeister of the Faculty of Social Psychology at 
Florida University has written extensively on notions 
of identity, self-esteem, interpersonal processes and 
belonging. As Baumeister and Leary (1995, p. 497) 
point out, the need to belong is a fundamental human 
motivation and takes precedence over self-esteem 
and self-actualisation. In relation to the ‘belonging 
narrative’, Baumeister and Leary argue that 
individuals working alone face a “severe competitive 
disadvantage” compared to those working as part 
of a group (p. 499). When applied to the Higher 
Education sector it could be said that it is socially and 
professionally threatening not to belong, particularly 
within the post-university context. Similarly, there is 
evidence that interpersonal concerns affect cognitive 
processing and that “both actual and potential bonds 
exert substantial effects on how people think” (p. 
505). 
Walton, Cohen, Cwir and Spencer in Running 
Ahead: Mere Belonging (2011) outline the relationship 
between social connectedness and IQ performance 
(p 3). Referencing Aronson (2004), the writers also 
note that, “research on cooperative learning fi nds 
that structuring school assignments so that it is in 
students’ interest to cooperate rather than compete 
can increase cooperation and improve school 
outcomes” (p 17). Developing robust discipline and 
professional social connections whilst at university 
are vital life skills that contemporary universities are 
well positioned to help develop.
It is worth noting that we are also working to 
ensure the model is refl ective of quality frameworks 
for Higher Education and curriculum reform 
as outlined with the Australian Qualifi cations 
Framework (AQF) and the newly formed Tertiary 
Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA). In 
addition we are working with the many areas of the 
University who deal with statistical data in order to 
better embed the transition experience and develop 
long term reporting systems that will inform the 
University’s understanding of student engagement 
and the importance of individual school cohort 
belonging within the larger organisational structure. 
In this way we aim to support low SES, international, 
and indeed all students – transitioning, engaging and 
fi nishing their studies – and beyond as alumni and 
professionals. 
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Phase 1: Approach 
and methods
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Overview
Approach 
The Belonging Project team has articulated a three-
pronged research philosophy, aiming for a process 
that is ‘connected to the grassroots’, inclusive and 
iterative.
Grassroots Grassroots, because for long-term 
success, initiatives must be driven from 
the ground-up. 
Inclusive Inclusive of staff, academic and 
professional, and of students: each 
so central to the development, 
implementation and sustainability of the 
project. 
Iterative Iterative, integrating cycles of refl ection 
and evaluation into every stage of the 




Action research is “a form of research carried out 
by practitioners into their own practices” (Kemmis, 
2007, p. 167). In the fi eld of education, this means 
the ‘object’ of action research – educational practices 
– is positioned not as independent phenomena for 
investigation and testing, but rather as praxis – that is, 
the embodiment of theory in action. We adopted an 
action research methodology in order to investigate 
practices of student engagement within our own 
School. Action research provided us with a template 
to study, capture and analyse existing practices, and 
work alongside those we were studying – the staff and 
students in our School – as collaborators (Greenwood, 
Whyte, Harkavy, 1993). As a method, action research 
involves a “self-refl ective spiral of cycles of planning, 
acting, observing, and refl ecting” (Kemmis, 2007, 
p. 168). This cycle became an inherent part of our 
research and shaped our process, as we outline below. 
Narrative Methodology
During the research process, we adopted a narrative 
methodology in order to conceptualise and convey 
our proposed narrative for undergraduate belonging 
in our School. Research suggests that narrative is 
a powerful tool for organising and making sense 
of shared experiences, and therefore central to 
learning (Abma, 2000; Bruner, 1990; Gola, 2009). As a 
methodology, narrative research can identify existing, 
unhelpful or harmful narratives and seek to replace 
them with new, more constructive stories in order to 
effect organisational change. Narrative can be used 
to inspire organisational change, share knowledge 
across groups, and build identity (Mitchell and Egudo, 
2003). This research has involved identifying existing 
narratives and attempts to shape new narratives with 
two groups of people – staff and students. 
With staff, narrative was a powerful tool in our 
efforts to inspire grassroots change and to give 
meaning to the broad, long-term cultural changes we 
were suggesting. With students, we fi rst identifi ed 
existing narratives through the use of focus groups, 
before drawing on this feedback to refi ne a proposed 
new narrative that more clearly traces the contours 
of the three-year student experience in our School. 
However, while we hoped to ‘plant the seed’ of our 
narrative with both groups – staff and students – this 
is not something we can control. We hope that over 
the duration of this project and through our planned 
activities, a narrative of belonging will emerge from 
the shared language and experiences of the staff and 
students who make up the School community.
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Phase 1: The Process
Phase 1 of the Belonging Project was condensed 
into a six-month process of developing the narrative 
model, staff consultations and workshops, gathering 
and analysing data from students, and preliminary 
dissemination:
1. Developing the Model
2. Staff Engagement (Stage 1): 
Testing the Model
3. Student Engagement: 
Focus Groups and Data Analysis
4. Staff Engagement (Stage 2): 




During preparation for the fi rst staff workshop we 
realised we needed a way to visually represent our 
imagined three-tiered model of belonging. The fi rst 
drawing of the model was very simple, with the three 
‘spheres’ of belonging nestled inside each other with 
smaller circles within the central sphere denoting 
separate programs (the diagram became affectionately 
known as ‘the telephone receiver’ model): 
Following the fi rst staff workshop, and in 
preparation for the RMIT Student Cohort Forum, the 
team met to work on developing the model further, 
both conceptually and visually. Drawing on the 
range of suggested activities that emerged from the 
workshop, specifi cally the interdisciplinary nature of 
the School’s programs, we realised that each tier of 
belonging would be made up of a mix of formal and 
informal ‘interventions’ across the year. Through the 
focus of these activities on the program, school and 
global spheres respectively, we came up with a vision 
of the three years coexisting but growing in emphasis 
depending on the student’s year level. Thus, the fi rst 
‘trumpet’ model was born (see Figure 1). 
It was at this stage in the research process that we 
fi rst articulated the way the project intertwined the 
three tiers of belonging that are often already present 
in a program structure, but in a clearer and more 
explicit way. This was conceptualised as: 
‘A disciplinary and professional focus 
within an inter-disciplinary environment 
(uni/school/campus/local/regional), in a 
global/international context (the world)’
Early on in our process we noted that we were 
juggling three strands of engagement. The fi rst 
two were obvious: staff and students. But the third 
became increasingly apparent through the course of 
our research: strategic communication. That is, while 
consulting with staff and students directly about 
our proposed model, we found ourselves in frequent 
consultation about our operational and strategic 
direction with key staff in our School (such as the 
Academic Services Manager and Senior Manager, 
Planning & Resources), as well as at the College and 




Diagram 2: Early Belonging Project Model – 
‘The Telephone Receiver’
Figure 1: Birth of the Belonging Project Model – 
‘The Trumpet’ 
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Centre, the Academic Portfolio, and Student Services, 
including Equity and Diversity). 
Staff Engagement (Stage 1): 
Testing the Model
Staff Workshop 1
The fi rst Staff Workshop was held at RMIT on 
12 July 2011. A total of 20 staff attended the day-long 
workshop, representing eight undergraduate programs 
in the School, as well as TAFE programs, professional, 
executive, and College of Design and Social Context 
learning and teaching specialist staff.
The aim of this Workshop was to explore concepts 
of student ‘belonging’ with School staff and to test 
and augment the model. 
At the Workshop, all participants were fi rst asked 
to share a one-minute anecdote about an experience 
of belonging – or not belonging – in an educational 
context. This was a very effective technique, and 
we went on to use it again at the Program Directors 
Retreat and at the beginning of each of the student 
focus groups, as an icebreaker and focusing exercise. 
Next, participants brainstormed responses to the 
following question: “Why might a sense of ‘belonging’ 
be important to a student?” Answers were jotted on 
post-it notes, which were then pinned to the wall for 
all to see. 
Workshop participants, as a group, then 
identifi ed the emergent common themes from the 
brainstorming session from the ‘post-it wall’ (see 
Figure 3).
These themes served to underpin subsequent 
discussions, conducted in a ‘World Café’ format (see 
Brown and Isaacs, 2005) in which participants rotated 
through three tables. Each table was the venue for 
workshopping the basis of one of the tiers of the 
model, confi gured as follows:
Three Spheres of Belonging:
1. Disciplinary 
2. Multi-disciplinary
3. The wider world 
Discussion of the fi rst two tiers (the disciplinary 
and the interdisciplinary) teased out the values and 
strengths of ‘what makes us different’ — the specifi c 
disciplinary identities that are very much part of 
the RMIT ‘industry-ready’ learning and teaching 
philosophy — as well as ‘what we share’: where links 
across programs can benefi t both students and staff. 
Discussion of the third tier drew the links between the 
global and the intercultural, ensuring we recognise 
that the ‘global’ is already enacted, implicitly, through 
the diverse international make-up of our cohorts.
Finally, the Workshop moved to concrete ideas for 
implementation across the three-year undergraduate 
structure, as well as a discussion of the challenges and 
potential ‘blockers’ to such action.
 Figure 4: Staff Workshop 1 Snapshot – Themes 
Figure 3: Staff Workshop 1 Snapshot – Brainstorming
Figure 2: Mapping the Three-Year Undergraduate 
Experience 
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Many specifi c ideas emerged from the Workshop, 
some of which have been adopted, and are being piloted 
as a result of Phase 1 – for instance, the end of year 
festival, and the idea that second and third year students 
take a more active role at orientation for commencing 
students. Other more ambitious ideas were put on the 
agenda for later phases, such as the interdisciplinary 
‘something week’ (a week of no scheduled classes 
allowing students to run and attend cross-disciplinary 
workshops and/or intensive courses based on themes 
and projects rather than specifi c programs). 
More importantly, the Workshop affi rmed the 
usefulness of the model as a means of strengthening 
student outcomes and participation, and encouraging 
and supporting innovation in curriculum and 
program structures. There was a clear sense of 
enthusiasm and energy about the suggested changes 
among the group. It was also evident that elements 
of the proposed model are already in operation in 
many programs, but could be made more cohesive 
and better communicated to staff and students 
through Belonging Project initiatives. In particular, 
the Workshop identifi ed that further work is needed 
at managing existing points of transition. 
Feedback and refl ection from the fi rst workshop 
paved the way for us to present our vision and model 
outside the School at the RMIT Student Cohort Forum 
(see Dissemination, p. 34), and for a second workshop 
conducted as part of the School’s annual Program 
Directors Retreat, held in August.
Staff Workshop 2: 
Program Directors Retreat 2011
The Belonging Project lead team facilitated a 
half-day Workshop at the School of Media and 
Figure 6: Staff Workshop 1 Snapshot – Mapping the FYE 
Figure 5: Staff Workshop 1 Snapshot – Mapping the Model
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Communication’s Program Directors Retreat. The 
2011 Retreat was themed: ‘(Re)imagining media 
and communication programs for the tertiary 
space: building identity, internationalisation and 
innovation’. The aim of the retreat was to bring 
together leaders in the School to work towards 
implementing a new fi ve-year vision and plan. 
The Belonging Project Workshop situated the 
project as part of the broader vision for the School, 
with a view to discussing how some of our shared 
aims might be achieved. We ran two generative group 
activities among the staff in order to gather data on 
current activities within the School, as well as to 
push our concept by further interrogating potential 
blockers and enablers of its practical implementation 
in the School. 
Again, we began our session with our ‘belonging 
narrative’ exercise, asking staff to speak for one 
to two minutes about an experience, personal or 
observed, of belonging (or not belonging) in an 
educational context. Again, this exercise worked well 
to put the theme of ‘belonging’ on the table and mark 
this out as the focus of the session. Some staff spoke 
of their desire to ‘not belong’ to things, which opened 
up discussions as to the need to allow for, and indeed 
celebrate, the impulse to be maverick, to be separate: 
even those who do not want to ‘belong’ should, 
paradoxically, be allowed to!
All staff present, including Program Directors from 
HE and TAFE programs, were asked to complete a 
mapping worksheet we designed, structured around 
the proposed Model and its three-tiered structure, the 
exercise invited staff to indicate:
•  Activities they were already undertaking, or had 
previously undertaken in their programs, that 
correspond with the proposed model;
•  Which proposed new activities they would be keen 
to undertake to support the model: to rank these 
according to their most and least favoured options, 
and to indicate what resources would be needed.
The worksheet operated as a data-gathering 
tool, but second, and perhaps more importantly, a 
catalyst for broad discussions around the narrative 
and proposed activities following the worksheets 
exercise. These discussions elicited a number of 
salient observations in the form of both existing 
opportunities and perceived problems with the 
model and proposed ‘interventions’/activities.
Some challenges posed to the model were also 
raised, with some participants questioning the 
apparent program-focused structure of the project. 
This was particularly problematic for staff members 
who teach into the humanities based courses taught 
across multiple programs in the School. Further, 
examples of cross-program engagement can already 
be found in existing course and program structures. 
This underlines that different types of engagement 
are required across the School. 
Following the highly focused work and discussion 
elicited by the worksheets, the fi nal exercise at the 
Program Directors’ Retreat was a more imaginative 
activity. 
Participants formed groups, guided by their 
interest in three potential key interventions in the 
(formal or informal) curriculum that had emerged 
from the Staff Workshop 1 in July: 
• Orientation/Transition – The orientation 
workgroup suggested that the School could offer 
something fun and social around transition. By 
removing the activity from the ‘orientation’ tag, 
it did not need to occur at the very start of the 
semester, but rather, sometime in the fi rst half of 
the year, before the end of fi rst semester. 
• End of Year Festival – The end of year festival 
team imagined that the proposed festival could 
consist of a series of independently curated, 
program or course specifi c micro events, brought 
together through a cohesive festival program. 
Students would be involved at all levels of the 
event, whether through showcasing their work, 
designing the program and posters, or planning 
the key events.
• A ‘Something Week’ – Two groups of staff 
worked on developing this idea. The fi rst group 
envisaged it as a way to embed volunteer 
opportunities for students within the formal and 
informal curriculum. The second group proposed 
a student-run event modeled on the idea of an 
‘unconference’. That is; a participant-driven event, 
in which staff would provide the infrastructure 
(time off, space, equipment, and guidelines), 
and students would be in charge of planning, 
proposing and voting for their desired content.
Overall, the session at the Program Directors 
Retreat was a success. The Belonging Team shared 
our vision and Model, encouraged buy-in and 
participation, and identifi ed potential challenges 
to its implementation. One participant who was 
initially skeptical ended the session talking about 
the “great possibility of The Belonging Project”. Most 
participants were visibly enthused following the 
brainstorming sessions. One participant remarked 
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on how excited they were about the prospect of the 
‘Something Week’, and a number of people have 
indicated they are keen to remain involved with 
planning at a big picture or specifi c level. 
At the end of the Retreat, data gathered from 
the session was collated, analysed and incorporated 
into the project planning processes. Working with 
a clearer idea of some potential activities to trial in 
2012, and more details of how they might operate, we 
were able to present some of these ideas to students 
for their feedback during the focus group process (see 
below). Also refer to Appendix 1 for full discussion of 
the workshop and its outcomes (p. 50). 
Champions’ Lunches
Driven by the aim to inspire grassroots cultural 
change and uptake, we identifi ed project ‘champions’ 
from every program in our School to support and 
inform our project. We held a series of inexpensive 
champions’ lunches (Yum Cha, off campus) with 
no formal agenda. It was remarkable how effective 
these lunches were in enabling informal discussion 
around the project, demonstrating appreciation for 
the advocacy of our champions, opening up new 
dialogues and networks, and building a sense of 
camaraderie among the group. They were particularly 
effective in both helping to achieve a broader sense 
of staff belonging, and to break down some of the 
communication challenges that come with a large, 
relatively new, and geographically dispersed school. 
We found that the simple act of bringing people 
together in an informal environment as a show of 
good faith (and for very little money!) achieved a 
surprising amount of what we aimed to do with staff. 
Student Engagement: 
Focus Groups and Data Analysis
Student Focus Groups 
Following the initial staff engagement process, it was 
well and truly time to talk to students. We embarked 
upon a series of focus groups with undergraduate and 
honours students in our School. The fi ndings from 
these focus groups were used to test our proposed 
three-tier Model and to develop some preliminary 
recommendations, to be further developed into the 
selected initiatives to pilot in 2012. 
Focus groups were selected as the most 
appropriate method for gathering student attitudes 
and opinion after some preliminary research and 
consultation with key staff and the reference group. 
We also received advice on a number of techniques 
used in collaborative workshops, some of which were 
adopted as tuning-in activities and additional ways to 
collect data from the students. 
We recruited students by presenting an initial call 
for interest to our School’s Staff Student Consultative 
Committees, before inviting students to sign up in-
class and via email. To ensure there was no ethical 
confl icts of interest involving teaching staff in power 
relations to students, this process was led by the 
Research Offi cer (Lucy Morieson), assisted by the 
Project Offi cer (Karli Lukas). 
Aims
The focus group research was guided by three broad 
aims: 
• To gather information on the various cohorts 
types within the School – according to program, 
year level, international and domestic, and other 
factors. Both demographic and qualitative data 
was sought to paint a full picture of the range of 
cohorts and their characteristics. 
• To test our proposed three-tier Model and possible 
activities for further development. This was to 
happen through broad discussion of the student 
experience as well as direct probes about specifi c 
activities and the timing of student needs and 
expectations. 
• Finally, while gathering data that relates directly 
to the student experience in the School of Media 
and Communication, we also wanted to collect 
‘big picture’ data on the broader university 
experience of our students, in order to capture 
the wider role of university in contemporary life, 
and the way it sits alongside other expectations 
and demands, whether they be social, economic, 
aspirational or routine. 
Question Guide 
A question guide was drafted and refi ned (see 
Appendix 2, p. 56). Following advice from expert 
staff in the School, it began broadly and worked 
through to the specifi c. The guide was structured 
according to the model. It began with questions 
around broad expectations of university and RMIT, 
before asking students to refl ect more specifi cally on 
their experience within their program, considering 
social and academic factors. It ended with more 
directed discussions about cross-year connections, 
interdisciplinary links, and industry and professional 
engagement. 
In order to provide a ‘tuning-in’ exercise, as well 
as to gather some basic demographic detail about 
the participants, students were asked to record, 
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using large pieces of butchers paper and textas, 
relevant personal details, and initial thoughts and 
observations, before the group discussion (refer to 
Figures 7–10 for samples of student responses). 
The Groups 
Students were assigned to groups of mixed program 
but single year level. Separate groups were also 
run for international students – of mixed program 
and year level. The decision to keep international 
students separate was made to ensure that they could 
contribute freely, overcoming cultural and language 
barriers. 
Participants by year level























The focus groups provided two forms of data – audio 
transcripts and the informal ‘worksheets’. To identify 
the themes evident from the two sets of data, we 
were guided by Massey’s (2010) analytical framework. 
Massey argues that there are three levels to focus 
group data – articulated, attributional and emergent. 
These different types of data are, respectively: 
• The data that explicitly answers the questions 
posed in the focus group (articulated data); 
• The data that doesn’t necessarily answer the 
questions but does allow for the testing of the 
pre-existing hypotheses guiding the research 
(attributional data); 
• And fi nally, the often unspoken data that emerges 
through the discussion that connect the broader 
themes guiding the research (emergent data). 
Themes 
The key themes that emerged from analysis of 
the transcripts and worksheets are outlined over. 
For a full discussion and analysis of themes, see 
Appendix 3 (p. 58). 
Figure 7: Student Focus Group Sample – Student 
Expectations
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University and RMIT
• Attending university was a ‘common sense’ decision 
for most participants.
• The decision is usually driven by employment goals, 
or encouragement from family, high school educators 
and peers. 
• Participants had clear reasons for selecting RMIT – 
largely, strong program reputations and RMIT’s image 
as creative, innovative and industry focused. 
Orientation Needs and Expectations
• We identifi ed a gap between informal university 
orientation and information-driven program-run 
sessions. 
• Students need further assistance making early social 
connections with their cohort peers. 
• Desire for orientation sessions that mix social activities 
with workshop-style collaborative academic tasks. 
• Desire for early information, feedback and advice from 
program peers in second and third years. 
• Orientation camp was a polarising idea – some loved 
it, some hated it. 
Social Expectations and Issues
• Reports of cliques and competition among program 
cohorts. 
• Emphasis on importance of social ties to their 
university experience, especially from second and third 
years.
• Perceived barrier between domestic and international 
students with both groups needing assistance to work 
through cultural differences.  
Academic Expectations and Issues
• High levels of anxiety over academic achievement 
overall, and particularly among fi rst year cohorts. 
• First year students were also struggling with transition 
to a different learning environment. 
• First year students in studio-based programs 
demonstrated anxiety around skills, and a lack of 
understanding about the difference between a skills-
based course and conceptual learning. 
• Specifi c transition issues for international students 
facing a radically different learning style, even for 
those who have completed foundation studies at RMIT 
or elsewhere in Australia. 
Figure 8: Student Focus Group Sample – Map of Student’s Pathway through University 
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Industry and Professional Identity
• A lack of awareness and/or confi dence around 
professional identity for most participants. 
• A desire for more practical ‘how to’ information on 
industries and pathways, as well as basic information 
on approaching and getting started in the workplace.
• A desire for internships in all programs, and for those 
students who are offered them, support with fi nding 
and/or attending internships. 
Cross-Year Connections
• At present, cross-year connection is limited. More 
junior students feel intimidated of or isolated from 
their senior peers. Others simply had no cross-year 
interaction. 
• First years were keen for a mentor to allay anxieties 
about university assessment and standards, and 
provide guidance on what to expect from the later 
stages of their program. 
• Students in programs that offer a number of possible 
course pathways were keen for connections with 
senior students to advise their choice.
• Students agreed that any sort of attempt to set up 
a mentoring system needed to be at least partly 
formalised to ensure its sustainability.
Interdisciplinary Connections 
• Strong support for more or improved interdisciplinary 
connections as part of the student experience. 
• Strong awareness of the future professional value of 
interdisciplinary links. 
• Desire for a broader perspective of their School, 
university, and the wider world. 
• Activities suggested included speed-dating nights, 
‘lecture swaps’ and sample classes. 
• Evidence that improved interdisciplinary connections 
could help break down strong cohort stereotypes and 
rivalries. 
• Need to be formally facilitated and mutually benefi cial 
to the programs involved to ensure sustainability.
Student Spaces and Resources 
• Existing spaces under-utilised and/or poorly designed/
resourced.
• Student hot spots – Pearson & Murphy’s Café, ‘the fake 
grass’, the Myer-Melbourne Central walkway (off-
campus).
• Some disappointment around access to resources.
Student Communication
• Facebook, Facebook, Facebook! For academic and 
social purposes – the new study group.
• Prefer student-run for peer-to-peer advice and 
feedback.
• Acknowledge challenges – legal and privacy.
• Blackboard insuffi cient and unreliable.
• Email seen as ‘old school’ or for professional use.
Figure 9: Student Focus Group Sample – ‘Emerging from 
the Shell’ 
Figure 10: Student Focus Group Sample – Challenges to a 
Student’s Experience
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Internationalisation and Global Links 
• Hidden or real costs prohibitive for some.
• Needs to be a ‘value add’ for local students.
• International students already position themselves as 
global citizens.
• Linked to future aspiration; further study or ‘plan b’.
• Seen as additional or post-university, not part of the 
undergraduate experience.
Alumni Perceptions 
• No clear vision of future role for RMIT in their lives. 
• Connection to RMIT and alumni dependent on future 
success.
• Early and growing awareness of peers as future 
professional networks.
• International students particularly keen to teach or 
guest lecture.
Conclusion
The data that emerged from the student focus groups 
was far richer and more detailed than anticipated, 
casting light on areas far broader than our project’s 
immediate scope. In the fi rst instance, the data 
has informed the selection and development of 
pilot initiatives for Phase 2 of the project in 2012. 
It provides a qualitative baseline as we trial these 
initiatives for the fi rst time. It will also be used for 
future scholarly presentations and publications.
Staff Engagement (Stage 2): Sharing Student 
Feedback and Focus on the FYE
School Staff Forum: ‘But what do our students 
(really) want?’
This event, held in early November 2011, attracted 50 
staff from across the School and Student Services to 
hear Lucy Morieson and Karli Lukas present data and 
initial fi ndings from the student focus groups process. 
A great deal of interest and discussion was generated, 
driving participation in the fi nal staff workshop for 
the year.
Staff Workshop 3 
The third staff workshop, held in October 2011, 
focused on activities to be piloted in the School in 
2012 that would centre on the fi rst tier of the model 
and the FYE.
In attendance were representatives from every 
undergraduate program in the School, along with 
other key representatives from the School, College 
of Design and Social Context and the University. 
The Workshop was split into two sections. The 
aim of the fi rst half was to attempt to map across 
the timeline of a calendar year, the FYE in the 
School. Such mapping was then used as a reference 
Figure 11: Staff Workshop 3 – Mapping the First Year Experience
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for analysing how best to time proposed pilot 
interventions to improve the fi rst year experience 
by building a sense of student cohort belonging and 
individual disciplinary identity.
Workshop participants worked collaboratively to 
chart the fl ow of interactions with students: from fi rst 
Program Information Sessions to end-of-year Showcase 
events, and major formal milestones (enrolment 
deadlines, assignment workload hot-points); as well as 
the informed perceptions of staff as to the subjective 
ebbs and fl ows (and crisis points!) of the student 
experience. Using a large physical timeline, drawn 
on butcher’s paper on the walls of the room (see 
Figure 11), the group worked through the entire FYE, 
from the fi rst formal interaction to the fi nal point of 
contact for that year (see Appendix 4 for these key 
moments and milestones, p. 68). 
Next, the group brainstormed a range of activities 
that could enhance the FYE as part of both formal 
and informal curricula, timed to coincide with key 
moments in the calendar.
In particular, since Orientation-week occurs 
so early in the new year, attention was devoted 
to a micro-mapping of a holistic orientation week 
schedule, founded at the level of the program/
disciplinary student cohort and integrated with 
School and University activities.
The other point for focused brainstorming was 
the proposed end of year School-wide festival. This 
was a signifi cant point of discussion given that nearly 
all programs represented at the workshop already 
offered some sort of end of year screening, showcase, 
or event.
 The Workshop was successful in generating 
a great deal of energy around the proposed pilot 
initiatives, as well as identifying key staff to involve 
in their development. 
It paved the way for further work to refi ne the list 
of initiatives to implement in 2012, with a number 
of suggested activities being kept on hold for future 
development.
The workshop generated a way to conceptualise 
the current FYE, and highlighted key points for 
potential interventions. It also provided evidence 
for how existing resources and staff interests can be 
best mobilised to envisage and plan an improved FYE 
across the School. 
Dissemination
The federally funded Offi ce of Learning and Teaching 
(OLT), formerly known as the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council (ALTC), provides a dissemination 
framework based on two modes of dissemination: 
Figure 12: Staff Workshop 3 Snapshot – Mapping a Coordinated Orientation Schedule
 Phase 1: Planting the seeds  35
engaged dissemination and information provision 
dissemination (ALTC, 2008). The ALTC framework 
privileges the former, arguing for an ‘engaged-focused 
approach to dissemination, involving consultation, 
collaboration and support for ongoing dissemination 
both during the project and after the project is 
completed’.
Most of the dissemination during Phase 1 of 
the project falls under the category of engaged 
dissemination. We anticipate working further on the 
information provision branch of our dissemination 
strategies during the second phase of the project 
onwards. 
Engaged Dissemination – within the School of 
Media and Communication
The project’s engaged dissemination strategies were 
largely situated within the School, to maintain staff 
engagement and to encourage grassroots uptake. 
They included: 
• Three staff workshops
• Regular reporting to the School Executive 
• Regular reporting to the Learning and Teaching 
Committee
• Belonging Project School Forum 
• Regular items in the School newsletter
• Informal presentations and meetings with key 
groups of staff 
Engaged Dissemination – beyond the School 
At the same time, we had a number of more formal 
strategies for disseminating the research beyond the 
School: 
• Strategic meetings with key stakeholders 
(including representatives of: the University’s 
Academic Portfolio, Offi ce of the Dean of Students, 
Survey Services Centre, Student Services, and 
Learning and Teaching staff within the College of 
Design and Social Context) 
• Presentation at the RMIT Student Cohort 
Experience Forum
• Attendance at the RMIT Learning and Teaching 
Expo 
• Launch of our Pilot Initiatives 
• Monthly meetings of the Belonging Project 
Reference Group 
RMIT Student Cohort Experience Forum 
In July 2011, The Belonging Project was invited to 
present at the University’s Student Cohort Forum, 
which was run by the Academic Portfolio. This was 
an opportunity to introduce our project to a large 
and diverse audience, including other Student Cohort 
Experience Project teams, student representatives and 
other key stakeholders from across the University. 
Launch of Pilot Initiatives 
In December 2011, at a function at the Pearson and 
Murphy’s Café on campus, the project team offi cially 
launched the pilot initiatives to be trialed during 
Phase 2 of the project in 2012. The launch was an 
opportunity to report on progress during Phase 1 to 
our community of stakeholders – both within the 
School and across the University. 
The University’s newly appointed Dean of 
Students, Professor Owen Hughes, formally 
launched the project to an audience including: the 
Vice Chancellor and President, Margaret Gardner 
AO; Deputy Vice Chancellor (Academic) and Vice-
President, Professor Gill Palmer; the Dean, Learning 
and Teaching, Professor Geoffrey Crisp; and staff from 
Student Services, each RMIT College, as well as staff 
from our own School. A number of students who had 
participated in the student focus groups also attended 
the launch. 
Information Provision Dissemination 
This report makes up the major form of ‘information 
provision’ dissemination undertaken during Phase 1. 
As the project continues into Phase 2, we plan to 
produce further research outputs: scholarly articles 
and conferences presentations. 
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Recommendations 
General Recommendations from Student 
Focus Group Research
The following recommendations emerged from 
analysis of the student focus group transcripts. The 
recommendations are organised here according to 
the three tiers of the Belonging Project narrative 
model, with emergent data and observations grouped 
afterwards: 
Tier 1: The First Year Experience – Disciplinary/
Program Focus 
Improved Orientation 
To assist with problems that fi rst year students 
in particular encountered during their transition 
to university, we recommend that the School and 
programs work together to develop an improved, 
coordinated, holistic approach to orientation, in 
consultation with key University services. 
We also recommend more work with staff around 
transition and orientation, to outline in more detail 
the range of issues that students have during this 
period. There is a need for further discussion with, 
and education and training of program directors, 
fi rst year coordinators, academic advisors and all 
staff teaching fi rst years (including sessional staff ) 
about the concept of transition as a process, rather 
than orientation as a one-off cure-all. This training 
could work to embed the transition to a university 
environment and learning style within the formal 
curriculum, as well as providing suggested ways 
students could be supported through informal 
activities. 
 
Continued Assistance To Form Social 
Connections
Students clearly articulated their need for assistance 
to make social connections during fi rst year. While 
it is envisaged that some of this assistance will be 
facilitated as part of an improved orientation and 
transition pedagogy, there is also scope for work 
around formal and informal activities to support this 
need. 
Further Assistance With Academic Transition 
Again, while this is something that will be touched 
on in orientation, as well as during fi rst year 
courses, there is scope for more work on supporting 
commencing students with their academic transition 
throughout their fi rst year – and beyond. We 
recommend that specifi c activities – in the formal 
or informal curriculum – be introduced to tackle 
this transition. Our benchmark references provide 
a number of possible examples of how this might 
take place, such as the University of Auckland’s ‘FYE 
Targeted Learning sessions’, where fi rst year students 
workshop a major assignment with librarians, 
Student Learning staff, tutors, and FYE mentors. 
We recommend that the School consider a similar 
initiative. There is great potential to work with 
Student Services in developing activities in this area. 
Tier 2: The Second Year Experience – 
Interdisciplinary Focus 
Cross-Year Connections 
Students are keen for cross-year connections but need 
help establishing and maintaining them. However, 
given the challenges with nomenclature, buy-in and 
sustainability, as well as evidence from past models 
adopted in the School, a traditional mentoring system 
is not necessarily the best solution. We recommend 
that staff begin incorporating cross-year links (no 
matter how minor) into their courses and programs 
where possible, and that the project team continue 
researching and mapping existing efforts as we work 
towards developing a better model. 
Broader Approach To Work Integrated Learning
While students are generally satisfi ed with the 
level of industry connection within their program, 
they want more practical ‘how to’ information to 
supplement existing opportunities and examples. We 
recommend a broader approach to WIL that is less 
program-driven, and more focused on generic skills 
that students could use to make autonomous industry 
connections, consider a wider range of industry 
pathways, and develop their professional literacy and 
identity. 
Interdisciplinary Facilitation 
We recommend that the project team continue 
investigating ways to facilitate broader and/or 
improved interdisciplinary communication within 
and beyond the School. This involves exploring 
suggestions that have arisen from the student focus 
groups, as well as from the three staff workshops – 
for example, we could look further at a student-run 
website, consider installing an all-School photo board 
in the Student Atelier space, create an all-School 
Facebook page, assist in producing a networking 
event, or support the facilitation of cross-program 
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links at the course-level. The process should include 
the continued mapping of existing links, which could 
be further extended or integrated. 
Better Refl ection On Transferable Skills
More work is needed to identify and articulate 
transferable skills developed in all programs. This 
may be facilitated through the establishment of more 
or improved interdisciplinary links, but could also be 
built through generic skills or careers workshops. 
Tier 3: The Third Year Experience – 
Intercultural/Global Focus 
Enhancing Internationalisation In The Classroom 
Our analysis suggests that further work is required 
to improve connections between domestic and 
international students, as well as to improve the 
global experience of all students on campus. As a 
strategy to improve both, we recommend that ways 
be found to more fully recognise and incorporate 
existing intercultural resources within the classroom, 
and as part of the School’s existing global networks. 
This could take the form of, fi rst, further research 
and mapping in this area, and also, the development 
of a focused workshop with key staff. This would 
also improve the global experience of those students 
who do not choose to take a global study option for a 
range of reasons. 
Emergent Data and Observations 
Refurbishment of the School’s 
Student Informal Spaces 
We recommend that immediate work be undertaken 
to improve the Student Atelier space so that it 
responds to student needs. This would provide a 
fast and visible way to show our commitment to 
improving the student experience in our School. 
Early Graduate Outreach 
A number of students expressed confusion around 
pathways into industry. In light of the previous 
comments about transferable skills, we recommend 
that the project team, programs and School consider 
implementing some sort of early graduate outreach, 
perhaps in the way of an ‘exit interview’ with 
graduating/graduated students. This would allow 
students to refl ect on their skills, strengths, and 
possible career choice at the end of their degree, 
and receive guidance on the range of options and 
pathways available to them. 
Clearer Guidance on Facebook Usage
Our analysis clearly suggests that there is a strong and 
pressing need for further education and guidance on 
the use of Facebook – whether social or linked to class 
work. However, we are aware that we need to work 
within and alongside University policy on this matter. 
We recommend that the project team continue to 
closely monitor this situation – from both the student 
and University perspective. If possible within existing 
policy guidelines, we recommend that the School 
facilitate education and training for staff and students 
in this area. 
Recommendations for Pilot Initiatives 
in 2012
The First Year Experience
‘In keeping with our three-tiered model of student 
engagement, and its alignment with the three-year 
structure of the undergraduate degree program, we 
recommend that the focus of 2012 is the FYE and 
transition to university life. With this focus in mind, 
we propose to pilot and evaluate a series of key 
initiatives (refer to more detailed information in the 
Conclusion of this report, on p. 42):  
Key Pilot Initiatives for 2012:
1 A ‘Cohort Big Day Out’
2 Coordinated Orientation Week Activities
3 End of Year Festival of Events and Exhibitions
4 Student Informal Spaces Initiatives
5 Academic Transition
6 Curriculum-based Initiatives
Other activities to be explored and evaluated:
7 Week 10 engagement activities
8 Informal staff/student skill workshops
9 Cross School skills workshops
10 Student-led initiatives
Implications and Discussion 
Alongside the recommendations above, several 
broader implications of the research can be noted. 
Research Methods 
The positive results achieved thus far, through 
engagement with the project’s various stakeholders, 
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have reaffi rmed that an action research methodology 
and a ‘soft’ approach to engagement suited our 
aims well. While this is of clear relevance to our 
continued research plans, it is also, arguably, of wider 
signifi cance for this fi eld of research in general. As 
the Belonging Project continues to develop a narrative 
model aiming to be relevant for a range of contexts, 
its contribution might extend to the methods for 
researching and implementation of such a model 
within a large and complex institution, along with the 
philosophy, initiatives and activities that constitute its 
elements. 
Aspiration & HEPPP Recruitment
In line with the focus of the HEPPP, we began 
investigating our School’s engagement with 
students from a low SES background. Because of a 
lack of detailed available data, this was a far more 
complicated process than we anticipated. We were 
surprised to learn that few – if any – of our students 
meet the HEPPP guidelines for low SES status. It is 
clear that further work is needed – both within the 
School and with our colleagues in the Equity and 
Diversity area of Student Services– to investigate 
some of the possible reasons for this situation. 
We know, for instance, that Victoria has a small 
pool of low SES students in comparison to other 
states around the nation. However, through our 
student focus groups, we also found that our School 
attracts highly aspirational students from a range of 
backgrounds. This suggests that further work into 
how to better capture aspirational students from low 
SES backgrounds should become a key aim of our 
ongoing research. 
The Belonging Project and Program/Course 
Renewal
The School of Media and Communication is currently 
involved in a process of large-scale undergraduate 
program renewal. This process has been informed 
by the work of the Belonging Project, and presents a 
signifi cant opportunity for our model to be embedded 
on a larger scale. 
Engagement of Professional Staff 
Work during Phase 1 has reinforced the important 
role professional staff play in student engagement. 
Professional staff are often on the front line of contact 
with students and it is necessary to consider how 
these interactions impact on the student experience. 
Also important is clarity in the division and sharing 
of responsibilities between professional and academic 
staff in relation to student engagement activities: as 
well as clarity in the complex relationship between 
the responsibilities of School administration staff and 
those of University administration.
Academic Staff Development: Learning & 
Teaching 
There is scope for more targeted training of academic 
staff that repositions student engagement and student 
transition from ‘on top of the workload’ to being an 
embedded part of the curriculum. Working through 
new and existing forums (for example, the new 
seminar series in our School, Teachers @ Work), we 
aim for student engagement to be recognised as a 
legitimate and potentially rich area of scholarship and 
research outputs. 
Sustainable Student Engagement Practices
There is a need for continued mapping and reporting 
of student engagement practices to ensure they 
become sustainable. This reporting would ideally be 
embedded in the existing Program Annual Review 
(PAR) process undertaken by academic staff in our 
School (with potential for further/improved assistance 
by professional staff ). More work is needed to identify 
the best methods to gather and analyse this data in an 
effi cient and useful way. 
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Conclusion
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At the end of Phase 1 we have gained many valuable 
insights into the management of a large-scale long-
term project. A central lesson concerns the necessity 
of ensuring sustained and continued engagement 
with staff around cultural change. A large part of our 
role, through this project, is to help staff to translate 
and make real the University’s strategic direction. As 
part of this process we have gained an insight into the 
necessity of involving both academic and professional 
staff, acknowledging their existing knowledge and 
resources, recognising needs for further professional 
development and providing the necessary support 
to ensure the sustainability of our initiatives. This 
has supported our belief that the aims of the project 
cannot be achieved only from the top down; there is a 
need to listen to and incorporate grassroots expertise, 
practices, observations, and feedback. 
One of our most signifi cant insights has been the 
realisation that little things can make a big difference, 
and this has encouraged us to continue in our efforts 
to inspire cultural change and grassroots uptake of 
our project’s aspirations – within and beyond our 
School. We have found that when working towards 
these goals, personal interactions are generally the 
most powerful, and can also be the simplest – but not 
always the most obvious – route to action. However, 
developing the necessary relationships can be a long 
process, and working on a communication strategy 
to engage our various stakeholders has been an 
unexpectedly large part of Phase 1. We anticipate it 
will continue to remain central for the duration of the 
project. 
The three-tiered Belonging Narrative model 
connecting the inclusive student cohort experience 
to developing students’ disciplinary and professional 
identity has proved, thus far, to be a useful, generative 
proposition. It provides a coherent framework within 
which previously atomised interventions to improve 
the student experience can be coordinated. It has the 
potential to assist staff, and students too, to develop a 
new understanding of the unique benefi ts a university 
experience can, and needs to, offer in the changing 
‘knowledge economy’ of the twenty fi rst century.
Phase 1 of the Belonging Project has succeeded in 
‘planting the seeds’, establishing a new dialogue within 
a large and complex School on the nature of the 
cohort experience and conducting valuable baseline 
research with staff and students. It has opened the 
way for the pilot activities of 2012 and beyond, and 
cast light on the opportunities and challenges ahead 
in seeking to ensure that as many students as possible 
can get the most from their university experience
Phase 2: Focus on the First Year Experience (2012)
2012 Pilot Initiative
1 A ‘Cohort Big Day Out’ This key curriculum intervention will take place early in each semester and allow 
programs to link assessment outcomes to transition and orientation activities. 
Designed to take the students ‘out of the classroom’ and into unfamiliar situations 
where teamwork will be encouraged. 
2 Coordinated Orientation 
Week Activities
Building on the already successful orientation activities offered by programs, the 
School and RMIT Student Services, we will trial a ‘passport’ system to encourage 
all students to access the variety of activities and services offered throughout the 
orientation period. 
3 End of Year Festival of 
Events and Exhibitions
Many of the programs in the School have end-of-year events but traditionally these 
are not publicised beyond the small cohort of students involved. We will begin a 
process to encourage links across year groups and program cohorts, including a 
‘School wide’ brochure and web presence.
4 Student Informal Spaces 
Initiatives
A project to furnish and rebrand the School’s various Student Informal Spaces, 
including the new Student Atelier space in Building 9, will encourage students to feel 
ownership of these currently under utilised spaces. We will track formal and informal 
usage and begin to program a series of events in this space. 




The development of partnerships with one or more programs in the School that run 
project-based courses for advanced level students in which fi rst year and transition 
issues can serve as ‘real-world’ problems for design and communication solutions.
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Other activities to be explored and evaluated:
7 Week 10 engagement 
activities
8 Informal staff/student 
skill workshops
9 Cross School skills 
workshops
10 Student-led initiatives
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The Belonging Project
Program Directors Retreat 
Workshop Report   
Report Authors: David Carlin, Bronwyn Clarke, 
Rachel Wilson, Karli Lukas and Lucy Morieson
Published: September 2011
Introduction
On Thursday 18 August 2011, the Belonging Project 
team ran a workshop session for a group of Program 
Directors and other key management staff within the 
School of Media and Communication. The session 
was two and a half hours long, allowing the team 
to present their progress to date, and to run two 
generative group activities among the School’s staff.
This report serves two purposes. First, it refl ects 
on the progress made at the Retreat, outlining 
the activities used to direct the session, and their 
reception. Second, it outlines the result of these 
activities and provides some preliminary analysis of 
the material gathered. It describes the key trends and 
notable comments garnered in response to a number 
of prompts offered during the session, including a 
worksheet activity. 
The report concludes by briefl y refl ecting on the 
event as a whole and the next steps in the research 
process.
Shared Narratives
The session began with nearly all participants (some 
were limited due to time) sharing a short one minute 
narrative about their experience of belonging – 
whether at university or elsewhere. Many staff 
shared strong and poignant anecdotes of belonging – 
whether their own, their students’, or their children’s, 
in the case of some parents in the group.
Equally resonant from the narratives though 
was the experience of not belonging. This emerged 
from staff members who have been through recent 
transitions, or who feel like they don’t belong within 
the School intellectually or due to institutional 
structures. Those who had been through situations 
that challenged the mechanisms of belonging 
emphasised how important belonging was. For 
instance, one staff member shared an experience of 
working at a remote and distributed university where 
orientation and transition activities engendered a 
strong sense of group identity and bonding. Similarly, 
a staff member whose course delivery is primarily 
online, emphasised that this can also engender a 
strong sense of cohort belonging despite the activities 
taking place in ‘virtual’ spaces. For another staff 
member, developing a shared sense of belonging 
with students was about sharing a physical space, 
by moving their offi ce to the students’ studio space.
Still other staff members were keen to point out 
that not everyone wants to belong, and that ‘the 
outsider’ perspective can be desirable and creatively 
productive for some. One suggested that there is a 
danger in belonging too much because it can stifl e 
diversity, while another pointed out that belonging by 
nature is always defi ned in opposition to those who 
do not belong.
The Presentation
The aim of the presentation was to inform and update 
an audience that was largely unfamiliar with details 
of the project. Thus, the presentation began by 
introducing the project objectives, before outlining 
in some detail the proposed three-level model and 
associated narrative, explaining how this could be 
mapped across different year levels of the (formal 
and informal) curriculum. These were communicated 
visually through the ‘Trumpet’ model diagram 






Year 2 Year 3
Graduation
and beyond
Diagram 1: The Trumpet 
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Exercise One: Activities Worksheet
After presenting the project’s vision and hypothesis 
in the form of the three-tiered narrative model, staff 
members were directed to work in small groups on a 
worksheet provided by the team.
The worksheet fulfi lled a number of aims:
• It reiterated the proposed narrative and its 
three-tiered structure;
• It required staff to indicate activities they were 
already undertaking, or had undertaken in 
their programs, that work within the proposed 
narrative;
• And fi nally, it required staff to indicate which 
activities they would be keen to undertake: to 
rank these according to their most and least 
favoured options and to indicate what resources 
would be needed if they were to undertake these.
The outcome from this worksheet was twofold. 
First, it enabled us to compile an overview of staff 
interest in the specifi ed activities and identify 
the resourcing issues associated with their 
implementation. Second, broad discussions around 
the narrative and proposed activities elicited a 
number of salient observations in the form of both 
existing opportunities and perceived problems with 
the model. These are summarised in the results 
section.
Responses to the Activities Worksheet
24 staff were asked to rate each activity on a scale of 
1 (love it) to 5 (hate it).  Percentage responses were 
then analysed. 
Discussion: Response to the Activities 
Worksheet
A number of notable points emerged from discussion 
around the worksheets. Many of these were existing 
initiatives that could be extended with the right 
support. Others were concerns with the proposed 
narrative and existing structures.
The key initiatives, problems and points of 
discussion are summarised below:
• Vertical studios – Some staff members shared 
their experiences with vertical studios, and there 
was signifi cant interest from the group about 
this as an initiative that could be extended across 
other programs in order to facilitate cross-year 
mentoring.
• In the example shared with the group, students 
from various year levels attend the same studios so 
students across different year levels can mingle. 
This allows for student-lead mentoring, can be 
related to assessment, and can also be fed into 
research projects. The point was made that if 
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the need for entirely sequential learning after 
a certain point. That is, with a pool of shared 
knowledge, students can learn the basics and then 
learn collaboratively according to need, rather 
than sequence.
• Shared skills courses (e.g. creative coding) – In 
a discussion around generic and shared skills 
courses that could be run across the School as a 
whole, creative coding was given as an example 
of a skill that could be taught to equip students 
with skills and to connect across disciplines. It 
was suggested that a constructive way to think 
about these matters was in terms of literacies – 
so, to consider which literacies are common to 
all students across the School, compared to the 
literacies that are discipline or program specifi c.
• Online as a space to share experiences – Staff 
members shared their experiences of online 
delivery, and particularly, their success in 
facilitating shared student knowledge and 
experiences online.
It was suggested that, even for those classes using 
physical delivery of content, the online space could 
be harnessed before the commencement of classes 
to help establish connections and build a sense of 
community.
• Industry partnerships – The success of industry 
partnerships, when they are well executed, was 
noted. A particular example was The Germinate 
Project, involving collaboration across schools and 
colleges, and between students and industry.
• Camps – The idea of a camp was suggested 
as a way to build a sense of belonging and to 
orient students to university life during a short, 
intensive period. It was suggested that this would 
be particularly good for forming relationships 
between domestic and international students. 
However, it was recognised that this would be 
most successful if the outcome was directly linked 
to course work, for instance, culminating in a 
fi nished project at the end of the camp.
• Existing opportunities – some staff reminded the 
group that there are already a number of existing 
cross-disciplinary and intercultural activities 
occurring within the School. The existence of 
these activities were interpreted in a number of 
ways: as a structural problem for the staff working 
in these areas, due to their anomalous nature; as a 
challenge to the proposed three-level narrative of 
The Belonging Project; or as existing opportunities 
that could be better acknowledged and potentially 
extended.
One instance of this is the Professional 
Communication Program. Currently offered at two 
campuses, (and almost three, when it is extended 
to SIM), Professional Communication is already 
interdisciplinary, taking its core courses from three 
different programs in the fi rst year.
This was raised as a problem because the idea 
of ‘disciplinary gangs’ does not fi t with the existing 
Professional Communication structure. However, 
it also demonstrates the way in which students are 
already working across disciplines. The challenge 
is how students can experience belonging within 
a uniquely structured program like Professional 
Communication, while still making the most of the 
cross-disciplinary experiences inherent in such a 
Program.
This unique cross-disciplinary structure also 
offers opportunities in terms of triangulating 
the learning experience. A case in point is the 
Professional Writing course, currently delivered in 
three locations, onshore and offshore. This course 
offers opportunities to triangulate the learning 
at all three locations, through blended learning 
and teaching techniques, for instance, facilitating 
assessment that allows students to work together 
on a publication across the three campuses, making 
editorial/curatorial decisions collectively, to foster 
belonging to the program across the three different 
spaces.
Another example is COMM2384 Client 
Management (Advertising) or COMM2137 Client 
Relationships (Public Relations). In the case of the 
Advertising Program, Client Management is currently 
delivered in Vietnam and Melbourne, and will soon 
be offered at SIM in Singapore. Very similar content 
is taught in the Public Relations iteration, Client 
Relationships. These two courses offer an opportunity 
and present a challenge to staff to think about ways 
to teach creatively across spaces and cultures in a way 
that fosters a shared sense of belonging among the 
diverse cohorts.
Finally, the comment was made that programs 
are already laden with a range of ‘intercultural 
experiences’, but these need to be made more visible 
and explicit to students.
Problems
While in the point above the discussion around the 
limitations of disciplinary structures was raised as 
an opportunity, other participants found a problem 
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with the apparent program-focused structure of the 
project.
This was particularly problematic for 
staff members who teach into the Bachelor 
of Communication majors, which are taught 
across multiple programs within the Bachelor of 
Communication. For these staff, belonging is a 
problematic concept, particularly when it is linked 
to a program base, given the ‘fl oating’ nature of their 
courses. Further, a transdisciplinary approach can 
be found in a number of successful models within 
the School (most notably Honours), but also the 
Interdisciplinary Communication Project course, as 
well as Professional Communication, and broadly, the 
Bachelor of Communication itself.
More general concerns included that activities 
would continue to happen in disparate areas of the 
School, without the intended connection between 
staff and students, as well as concerns about the 
challenges posed by timetabling. Another question 
was raised about how the project could be extended 
to include postgraduate cohorts in future.
•  Collaboration – Given the project’s focus on 
collaborative activities in the second layer of the 
narrative, there was discussion about the best 
way to approach collaboration as a graduate 
outcome and method of learning and teaching. 
It was suggested that this was best thought 
of as a literacy that needs to be developed 
through a range of activities that work towards 
successful collaboration as the fi nal point, rather 
than assuming students already know how to 
collaborate successfully. Collaboration needs to be 
recognised as an intellectual process, which means 
working in good faith and being invested in the 
project, and there was some discussion about how 
to best equip students with this recognition.
• Long-term induction process – While there was 
enthusiasm for many of the proposed orientation 
activities, it was strongly recommended that 
Orientation be repositioned as transition – a 
long-term process, embedded and built upon 
throughout the entire university lifecycle.
• Low SES students – There were questions about 
the project’s aims in this area: specifi cally, 
whether this group represented students from 
inner-city Melbourne, or rural students relocating 
for university, or both. There was a suggestion 
that targeting high school students – possibly 
those studying a university subject in their fi nal 
school year – could be a fi rst step in the belonging 
process.
Exercise Two: Imagining Three Key 
‘Interventions’
Following the highly focused work and discussion 
required and elicited by the worksheets, the second 
exercise was a more imaginative activity.
Participants were instructed to form groups, 
guided by their interest in three potential 
interventions in the (formal or informal) curriculum:
1. Orientation/transition
2. The student festival, and
3. The ‘Something Week’
These three activities had emerged from the 
earlier staff workshop, with orientation/transition 
activities and a student festival (positioned at the 
end-of-year to showcase student work) representing 
achievable extensions to existing initiatives in the 
School, and ‘Something Week’ – a proposed week in 
the curriculum when no classes are timetabled so 
students can undertake a range of interdisciplinary 
activities – representing something more radical.
Participants independently formed four groups: 
one focusing on orientation/transition, one focusing 
on the festival, and two thinking around the 
‘Something Week’. The ideas that emerged from 
each table’s ‘blue-sky’ workshopping are summarised 
below.
Group 1: Orientation/Transition
Six staff: 1 x Deputy Dean, 1 x Assoc. Dean, 3 x HE Program 
Directors, 1 x TAFE Program Manager
This group saw transition activities fulfi lling a very 
specifi c role. They emphasised that these activities 
should be clearly differentiated from University-
wide orientation activities and Program-specifi c 
Information Sessions. Instead, the group suggested 
that the School could offer something fun and social 
around transition. By removing the activity from the 
‘orientation’ tag, it did not need to occur at the very 
start of the semester, but rather, sometime at the 
beginning of year, before the end of the fi rst semester.
The suggested activities were organised around 
food, as a social focus – but alcohol-free, to refl ect 
cultural understanding – and fi lms, allowing for 
intercultural engagement. Importantly, students 
would need to be involved in the implementation of 
these activities to ensure their success. While staff 
could provide the resources, students could work on 
delivering the details, such as planning, curating and 
promoting the events.
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As there are approximately 4,000 onshore students 
in the School, these initiatives would begin as small 
events and build from there.
Group 2: Festival
Eight staff: 2 x Assoc. Deans, 4 x HE Program Directors, 
1 x TAFE Program Manager, 1 x HDR Director
This team imagined that the festival could consist of 
a series of independently curated, program or course-
specifi c micro-events, brought together through a 
cohesive festival program. Students would be involved 
at all levels of the event, whether through showcasing 
their work, designing the program and posters, or 
planning the key events.
One of these events would be the launch night, 
which could also encompass a showcase of excellence, 
followed by an opening party, to which alumni and 
industry would be invited. In order to bookend the 
festival with key events, the program could culminate 
in an awards night where the best student work was 
recognised.
The group identifi ed some initial challenges to 
implementation: the key one being the availability 
of resources – particularly time – as well as the 
possibility of industry fatigue in relation to these 
events.
Group 3: Something Week (1)
Six staff: 5 x HE Program Directors (2 x offshore), 
1 x L&T Offi cer
This group suggested that the proposed ‘Something 
Week’ could be a way to embed volunteer 
opportunities for students within the formal and 
informal curriculum. So, refl ecting the narrative 
model and building from local to global, fi rst year 
could involve volunteer projects at local primary 
schools, while second year might be a national 
volunteer project, and third year could be an 
opportunity to volunteer globally. In addition to 
enriching the university curriculum, this would also 
provide an opportunity to build connections with 
lower SES students at local schools.
It was recognised that in order for students 
to participate, these initiatives would have to 
be tied to a tangible outcome, possibly through 
developing a leadership module around these 
activities. Alternatively, it could be an assessable 
part of the curriculum, requiring only a pass grade, 
with preparatory and refl ective activities built into 
the surrounding curriculum. All students would 
be required to undertake at least one of these 
‘Something Week’ activities, but they could opt-in to 
more.
Group 4: Something week (2)
Five staff: 5 x Program Directors
This group also worked with the idea of the 
‘Something Week’. This version of ‘Something Week’ 
would be a student-run event that would become a 
legacy project made for future cohorts.
This event would take place in second year, 
responding to the ‘second year slump’ syndrome 
and lack of identity commonly associated with 
that phase of university life. The event would be 
modeled on the idea of an ‘unconference’ – that is, a 
participant-driven event, in which staff would provide 
the infrastructure (time off, space, equipment, and 
guidelines), and students would be in charge of 
planning, proposing and voting for their desired 
content. All students would be involved on some level 
– if not presenting, then in the planning, production 
and recording of the event. The documentation and 
publication of the end product would be an important 
element to make the effort a legacy project, requiring 
reciprocity from future years.
The event would be interdisciplinary in nature 
not only because students would work across cohorts, 
but also in the freedom they would be given to be 
involved in any capacity they choose, regardless of 
their disciplinary identity.
In order to encourage participation by all students, 
the event would be linked to assessment. But it would 
also be made valuable by the investment made by 
staff, alumni and industry, who would be invited to 
attend, as well as the legacy value of the fi nal product.
Conclusion
The Belonging Project Workshop at the School of 
Media and Communication’s Program Directors 
Retreat was successful on a number of fronts. One 
of the objectives was to share the project’s narrative 
with the program directors and identify potential 
champions in the School, and the team was satisfi ed 
that this was achieved. For instance, one participant 
who was initially skeptical ended the session talking 
about the “great possibility of The Belonging Project”. 
Most participants were visibly enthused following the 
brainstorming sessions. One participant remarked 
on how excited they were about the prospect of the 
‘Something Week’, and a number of people have 
indicated they are keen to remain involved with the 
planning at a big picture or specifi c level.
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With the momentum gained from the Retreat 
workshop, the team will move on to a number of 
smaller staff workshops and consultations around key 
areas of focus and specifi c activities. The next step 
however is to hold a series of student focus groups. 
The qualitative data gained from these sessions will 
be vital for triangulating results from staff workshops 
and the literature and existing benchmarks. This is 
an important point in the research process at which 
to pause to gather feedback from a range of sources, 
adjust the hypothesis accordingly, and continue 
shaping the proposed model and seeking further 
feedback.
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Appendix 2
The Belonging Project
Student Focus Group 
Guide 2011
Guide Authors: Dr Lucy Morieson and 
Karli Lukas
1. Welcome and Housekeeping: 
• Welcome and thanks 
• Food and drink
• Timing
• Reminder about ethics
• Thank-you pack 
2. Ground Rules: 
• Listen respectfully 
• No ‘right’ answer
• No ‘dobbing’! 
• Our role as researchers
• Anything we’ve missed? 
3. Activity One: Belonging Anecdotes
• One minute per person 
4. Activity One: Road Map (Beginning) 
• Note on sheet: name, age, gender, international/
local, school leaver/mature age/articulating 
• Now, draw a path across the entire page … it doesn’t 
matter how it looks 
• Think back to when you received your letter of offer 
and the expectations you had… 
• Draw yourself as you were when you began … 
• Consider your expectations…
• From RMIT as a University? 
• From RMIT staff?
• From other students? 
• From the academic experience? 
• Discuss these drawings and expectations as a group
5. Activity Two: Road Map (Now) 
• Think about where you are along that path now … 
• How did your expectations compare to the reality?
• What did you get? 
• What didn’t you get?
• Refl ect on your progress since you started … 
• How have you changed? 
• What do you wish you knew then? 
• What sorts of things make you happy?
• What sorts of things don’t you like? 
• How would you describe the sense of community in 
the _______ program? (& School & Uni)
• How do you communicate with each other outside 
of class? Email? Facebook? Text message? What 
else? 
• What things, including activities, have helped you to 
develop friendships with other students at uni? 
6. Activity Three: Road Map (Future) 
• Draw yourself as a professional working in your 
chosen industry 
• Think about the skills you’ll need at that stage of 
you life: 
 – Which of them do you have?
 – Which of them don’t you have?
 – Which are the things that you’re stressing about 
getting in time? 
[Refer to list of activities – especially cross-year 
mentoring, collaboration with different programs, 
industry and alumni events, and global experiences]
• What role, if any, do you see for RMIT in your life 
after you leave uni? 
7. Wrap-up Activity: Wish List and Refl ections
• Each participant names one thing they would put on 
the ‘wish list’ to improve their RMIT experience
• Would you still apply to RMIT/your course, given the 
chance? Why/why not?
• Is there anything you want to say before we wrap 
up? 
8.  Conclusion: 
• Thank-you 
• Reminder of outcomes 
• Collect ethics forms, worksheets
• Distribute thank you packs
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Possible activities to prompt 
student discussion: 
Orientation: 
• Welcome events – e.g. BBQs, pub nights, ‘speed 
dating’, etc. 
• Improved O-day 
• Library tours 
• Research skills modules
• Orientation camps
• Urban camps 
• Return to uni events for 2nd and 3rd years 
Social Events, Community Building: 
• Social events – BBQs, movie nights, etc. 
• Field trips
• New forms of communication – social media, a 
better student website, a program/school/building 
zine
• Industry and/or alumni events
• Improved/more communal spaces
• Camps 
Cross-Disciplinary Collaboration: 
• Cross disciplinary projects
• Generic skills courses – electives or intensives – 
e.g. creative coding, how to give a presentation
• Student-led collaborative projects – e.g. a zine, 
website, etc. 
• School festival – exhibition/sharing of end of year 
work 
• Cross-program social events
• Cross-program courses
• Cross-program projects
• Improved/more communal spaces
Cross-Year Mentoring: 
• Cross-year mentoring projects (e.g. third years 
preparing materials for fi rst years as part of 
assessment) 
• Vertical studios
• Improved PIS – including senior students speaking 
to lower year level students, sharing what they 
wish they knew at that stage 
• Hearing from students returning from global 
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Appendix 3
The Belonging Project 
Student Focus Groups 2011: 
Analysis of Key Themes 
Report Authors: Dr Lucy Morieson and Karli Lukas
Report Date: October 2011
University and RMIT
We began by asking students the broad question 
of ‘why university?’ For most students, it was just 
assumed that university was the next step after high 
school. They saw it as necessary to be employable and 
to get ahead in their future workplace: “I feel like in 
this day and age you really need to have university 
in your resume to get anywhere because it’s so hard 
to get a good job and get money if you don’t”. Many 
cited school as a major infl uence in encouraging a 
university as the ‘next step’ in their education. Their 
parents’ level of education was also a factor – that is, 
if they were university educated, they often expected 
their children to be too; if they weren’t, there could 
be extra pressure on the child to get what they didn’t. 
“I think your parents educational experience does 
have a big impact. Neither of my parents went to uni 
so they were really keen for me to go. Now they are 
really keen for my sister to go as well. She’s turning 
11 at the moment.” 
For this ‘fi rst in family’ student, it was a 
combination of home life and school that encouraged 
them to consider university: 
There wasn’t really much focus on uni because 
not many of us end up going to uni from our 
school (…) even at home, my Dad, his brothers 
and his Dad, they are all tradies and stuff so they 
are like when you fi nish school, come to us, we’ll 
take you on the worksite. I’m like; “I can build 
stuff, I can build chairs and tables and whatever 
but I don’t want to do that sort of thing”. So 
I thought like why not uni? So that was my 
inspiration. 
We asked students for their broad expectations 
and impressions of RMIT and their answers revealed 
a strong emergent theme about the distinctiveness 
of the RMIT experience. Most students who chose 
RMIT had very specifi c reasons for doing so. A number 
of students stated that RMIT had been the only 
option they were considering: “I was quite uncertain 
about my course choice, but RMIT was never really 
questioned. I just always kind of assumed I’d be at 
RMIT.” 
Part of the pull for RMIT is its image. It is seen to 
be more innovative and industry-focused than other 
universities, particularly the University of Melbourne, 
which was often brought up by participants as a 
comparison: “I always thought that RMIT was the 
coolest uni. I felt the other ones were so stuffy and 
boring, just theory based. So that’s why I liked RMIT, 
you actually get out there and do stuff.
Aside from the reputation of the university, 
students are often drawn more specifi cally to a 
particular program. They often cited the reputation, 
strong industry focus, and hands-on practical nature 
of their chosen program as what attracted them to 
their choice. Most said that they specifi cally wanted a 
focused program and university experience after the 
‘broad’ experience of high school. In particular, they 
wanted to learn a set of practical skills, rather than 
a broad knowledge base that they might get under 
the Melbourne Model offered at the University of 
Melbourne, for instance: 
I’d choose a Bachelor of Communication at RMIT 
any day, because I know at the end of the day, 
it’s so much more focused, and you actually know 
what you are doing, rather than “Do you want 
fries with that?” at the end of your degree.
My friends are doing arts at Melbourne and they 
don’t have anything specifi c, they all don’t really 
know what they are going to do and that’s the 
same with the ones that are doing science … 
I want to learn what I’m going to do in real life.
This image of RMIT as innovative and industry 
focused often seemed to come from careers 
counselors and their high school peers: “when I 
was in Year 12 heaps of girls were like you know 
Melbourne, Monash but the more interesting, creative 
types were like all RMIT”. 
Another factor was the inner-city location of RMIT 
(we only interviewed students at the city campus, 
where our school is located). It is seen to be more 
urban and cosmopolitan than universities with 
suburban or rural campuses, and convenience is a 
factor. 
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Others participants we questioned were not sure 
where this reputation came from, so there is potential 
for future work to be done on the impact of recent 
branding efforts. 
Orientation Needs and Expectations
Orientation was an articulated theme in our focus 
groups, as we asked students directly about their 
experiences at orientation, in order to gather 
feedback on how it impacts on the overall student 
experience. Overall, we found evidence of a number 
of problems with the approach to orientation, both at 
a program, school and university level. 
A number of participants were not comfortable 
with the current university-wide approach to 
orientation and its associated drinking culture: 
Most orientations are really cheesy like everyone 
running around getting drunk, pub crawls, like 
not my thing and I think that uni culture, that 
let’s get trashed, I don’t like that, that needs to 
be changed. I felt that all the things that were 
organised involved drinking and partying.
This poses a challenge not only for those students 
who are not interested in that style of university 
culture, but also for those who enter their fi rst year 
aged 17 and under the legal drinking age. 
For those who see their degree as a form of 
professional training and a time to make professional 
networks with their peers, “It’s not the best way to know 
your peers, people that you might actually be working with in 
the industry one day”. 
Some participants discussed a number of 
orientation activities that they had experienced or 
would have liked offered at a program-level. For 
instance, one talked about a speed dating activity 
that worked well in their program; another described 
a hypothetical orientation scenario they would like 
to have experienced, based on a more professionally 
and program-oriented workshop format, with built-in 
team-building and social activities. 
When prompted, most participants responded that 
there was no need for full re-orientation sessions in 
second and third year, replicating the activities of the 
fi rst year orientation. But they did suggest that some 
sort of ‘refresher’ session would be useful. It was felt 
that it would be useful to identify new students who 
enter at different points of the year, whether through 
transfer or articulation, in order to integrate them 
into their cohort. 
Students were clear that they generally benefi t 
from encouragement or incentives to attend, and 
suggested that the best way to achieve this was by 
changing the nature of the orientation activities, and 
positioning these as vital to proceeding successfully 
in their program: 
Yeah, if they make it like you have to come to this 
before your course starts, it’s really vital that you 
come to this: I think it would be really benefi cial, 
and you sort of start familiarising yourself with 
the faces of people on your course that you’re 
going to be with for the next two or three years 
as well.
There was also evidence to suggest that if told 
of the importance of such events by more senior 
students, new students would be more inclined to 
attend. 
From our groups with international students 
we found specifi c expectations as well as particular 
challenges around their successful orientation 
– they arrive at unpredictable times, often after 
formal orientation activities, and are provided with 
inadequate resources. Sometimes, international 
students require particular information that is not 
covered by traditional orientation: 
I did think there’s something missing in the 
orientations especially for international students 
about the actual city, stuff like our rights and… 
basic information about Australia. For example 
I’ve had a lot of friends, they’ve had fi nes from 
ticket inspectors, because they really have no 
idea… 
With the discussion of orientation, the topic 
of a camp was often raised. Camp was a polarising 
idea. Some loved it, while others were horrifi ed 
at the thought of being trapped in the forest with 
people they do not know. Of those who loved 
the idea, often camp was one thing they felt they 
missed out that friends at other, more ‘traditional’ 
universities got to experience. The expectation of 
a camp for international students often captured 
their desire to attend a traditional Western-style 
university, and given that they often narrowly chose 
to come to Australia rather than the United States, 
was something they felt they were missing out on, 
especially compared to their friends – whether at 
home or abroad.
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Social Expectations and Issues
We asked students about their broad expectations and 
experiences of the social side of university life and 
discovered a strong emergent theme about cliques 
and competition within program cohorts. But we also 
found that many students, particularly by second 
year, have a growing appreciation of the centrality 
of social support in their success. 
Some students reported a sense of competition 
within their program year-level cohort around work 
and standards, and a lack of desire to share work 
among their peers. Those who spoke about cliques in 
their program cohorts commented that they formed 
very quickly, before they were able to make any 
strong social connections: 
I found in the course I was in, everyone kind of 
formed these cliques really quickly and I’m kind 
of slow to make friends. So when I felt after the 
fi rst week I’d missed out on joining these cliques, 
I’m like, “great I don’t have any friends.” 
Others found that they could only get to know 
their peers in a superfi cial way, and found it diffi cult 
to break across established groups. 
Mature age students in particular were less 
concerned with making social connections and more 
focused on work or making professional contacts 
rather than friendships. 
However, students in studio-based courses 
generally commented that group work was effective 
at breaking down any early cliques: 
The whole doing group work straight off was 
really good because you’re surrounded with like-
minded people, you don’t really fi nd people that 
you dislike, because it’s such a small group and 
because everyone has kind of similar interests.
Those who did make friends within their program 
cohort reveled in the chance to meet people with 
shared interests, something they had not experienced 
at high school, and a defi nite benefi t of the university 
experience. 
Overall, second and third year participants were 
more able to see the value of making social connections 
at university. For some, it was about a growing 
awareness of the need for social connections in their 
approaching professional lives, but for a number of 
others it was about realising that friendships and social 
connections were able to enhance their university 
experience in previously unanticipated ways: 
I just wanted to come here to get it done, to be 
honest. I just wanted to get the degree done. I 
didn’t realise how much I actually cared about 
having friends here until I was here and didn’t 
have any. 
It’s been a massive difference actually, sort of 
having heaps of friends at uni now: makes it 
more motivating to go to class if you know you’re 
going to have fun and that sort of thing. You 
catch up before and afterwards. Like, we often 
just sit on the grass now and hang out, that sort 
of thing.
I’ve learnt probably as much from the other 
people I’m studying with as I have in the actual 
course itself.
Another strong emergent theme was the existence 
of a divide between international and local students. 
Local students perceive a barrier between their local 
and international peers, one that they reportedly lack 
the skills and literacies to overcome. Some remarked 
on this, and the homogeneity of their program cohort 
in general, as something of a disappointment: “I sort 
of thought I’d meet people from different walks of 
life [but] there is sort of like a segregation between 
internationals and the local students”. 
The gap is observed by international students too: 
“There is quite a gap, like whenever you walk into a 
classroom most of the time you see like Asians at one 
table and then like other races at different tables.” 
However, for international students, the divide is 
more striated, as they observe numerous divisions 
between every cultural group, rather than just a 
gap between ‘locals’ and ‘internationals’: “the way 
I see it there isn’t really a barrier between local and 
international it’s more of a culture one, you always 
see Chinese with Chinese, the Thais with the Thais, 
the Indians with Indians”. 
Some international students lamented 
the perceived division, as well as their fellow 
international students who failed to make an effort 
to bridge the gap. Many of the international students 
who participated in our focus groups said that they 
were making a conscious effort to get to know their 
Australian peers, and to improve their English and 
cultural knowledge in the process. However, this 
may well be a refl ection of the sort of students who 
were interested and confi dent enough to volunteer 
and take part in our groups. And even those who 
reported forming connections with students in class 
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commented that they found it diffi cult to sustain 
these connections outside of the classroom. This 
was partly because the cultural barrier remained a 
challenge, or because they found local students too 
hard to pin down, and less interested in spending 
time at university after classes:
I still have a lot of anxieties; like I can group 
with people, I can communicate with them about 
the project and stuff, but the thing is after uni 
you don’t have much common topic to talk about. 
That is a really big deal for me, like I’m trying to 
fi gure out why it’s like that all the time.
They go in a class, they’re done and they 
disappear, literally. It’s like they, it’s not 
everyone, but it feels like they don’t have time 
for anything. 
From this emergent theme it is evident that both 
local and international students require further 
assistance to break down existing barriers, including 
cultural differences, cliques and competition, and to 
develop social ties that will support them throughout 
their degrees and into their professional lives. 
Academic Expectations and Issues
We directly asked students about their academic 
experience and found that for fi rst years in particular, 
this is still an area associated with much anxiety and 
uncertainty, and requiring improved communication 
from staff around key points of transition. 
For students in creative or studio-based programs, 
this anxiety was often focused on the attainment and 
possession of technical skills, often related to specifi c 
software. As one fi rst year student explained: 
I think that would have been really helpful if 
they were like; ‘look everyone’s coming from 
different levels, different places. Connect with 
that and understand that before you enter 
this course.’ Because I think it creates a lot of 
unhappiness actually.
This expectation was also refl ected in our 
discussions with international students, who see skills 
training as an essential part of the cost of attending 
university, and are surprised when they are directed 
to YouTube videos or online forums to learn the 
skills required to complete conceptual assignments 
– suggesting that there needs to be more scaffolding 
around the need for this sort of self-directed learning. 
By second and certainly third year, this is less of 
an issue and students demonstrate an understanding 
of the value of a conceptual rather than technical 
education: “when I was starting the uni course, I was 
expecting some form of technical training and I later 
learnt that uni is not about technical training; it’s 
about learning to think in a certain way”. 
There is evidence that students need assistance 
with other transition issues. For instance, a number 
of participants reported that it’s “easy to slip” when 
attendance is not mandatory, and that they struggled 
to adapt to less contact with lecturers and peers. This 
was a particular issue for second years, perhaps linked 
to the ‘sophomore slump’. International participants 
also refl ected on this issue, saying that in comparison 
to their previous education experiences, “it’s easier 
for people to make excuses with our Uni system 
because it’s more relaxed here”. 
Despite existing orientation and transition 
programs and activities, fi rst years still demonstrated 
diffi culties with the transition to a university learning 
environment, commenting on the fewer contact 
hours, less time with teaching staff and less feedback 
from teachers, fewer ‘drafts’, and uncertainty around 
assessment. The view that “we’re trying to please the 
teachers rather than trying to have our own work” 
was not uncommon. 
A large part of this fi rst-year anxiety seems to 
stem from the experience of VCE, which nearly all 
local participants referenced in some way, often 
describing it as the “hardest year of your life”. Upon 
beginning university, they assume that the academic 
expectations will be just as demanding: 
I assumed it would be even harder than VCE. It’s 
not that it’s easy but it’s nicer than VCE because 
you are doing something you actually want to do 
and you feel like you are controlling it instead of 
it’s controlling you.
However, what they fi nd is that it is not 
necessarily as hard, but rather, requires a different 
style of learning and approach to assessment: 
I heard uni was an absolute bludge and that it 
was awesome, it was going to be great but we’d 
get heaps of work… but it’s more the out of class 
work that builds up, so a lot of stuff that has to 
be done that we don’t get time for in class. 
By second and third year, students seem to be 
more relaxed with the university workload and 
learning style, but increasingly unsatisfi ed with the 
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level of engagement among their peer group, which 
can be a disappointment and impediment to deeper 
engagement with the academic experience. 
For many international students the transition to 
the academic experience is even more challenging 
because the learning style is radically different 
to what they are accustomed to. While many had 
completed a Foundation Studies program, this had 
not completely prepared them for the university 
experience because the learning style is still 
classroom based. 
For many, the lecture and tutorial system 
represents huge shift in thinking, learning and 
participating, particularly when it is at odds with 
the cultural norms of their home country: 
In most Asian countries they don’t really – not 
encourage – but they don’t really promote asking 
why. It’s like this is your textbook, you do this 
and you just like learn that! And if you don’t 
pass your exam or get an ‘A’, you suck!
While many staff may assume that students are 
prepared for this transition through foundation 
studies or orientation, this is not necessarily the 
case and it can be extremely challenging for some 
international students to accept the new norms and 
standards of the Australian education system: “[my 
teacher] is all like ‘it’s okay, you are on your fi rst year, 
you can make mistakes’. But for Asians, like if you 
make a mistake, you are going to die!” 
Industry and Professional Identity
This was an articulated question; we directly asked 
students to think about their professional lives and 
what they felt they needed to equip them for working 
in their chosen industry. We found that not many 
participants could answer this question in much 
detail, and those who could were mostly third years. 
For fi rst years, uncertainties about their future 
profession are less about forming connections and 
gaining experience and more about the basic practical 
information to prepare them for those later stages. 
They want to know what skills they will need along 
with ‘how to’ guides on some of the basic stages of 
getting experience. 
Part of this will necessarily be learnt along the way, 
which participants were generally aware of. But there 
does exist some misunderstanding of the extent to 
which they need to seek practical experience on their 
own and how much support the university should 
provide. While some were realistic, acknowledging, 
“… there’s only so much the Uni can do,” others 
want more support from university when they form 
links themselves, or need better explanations of why 
connections need to be offi cially sanctioned. 
First years are also very anxious about selling 
themselves to employers in a competitive market. 
This is mostly about confi dence, and is much less an 
issue for second and third years, suggesting that it 
is perhaps an unavoidable part of their professional 
development over the course of their three-year 
undergraduate experience. Nonetheless, some more 
signposting of what is to come, perhaps through 
interaction with their second and third year peers, 
could help allay some of their fears. 
Like fi rst years, second years still want the 
practical information about how to get where 
they want to go. While they like guest lectures 
for the career options they demonstrate, there is 
also a need for more practical information to 
back this up: 
There is not nearly enough focus in my course on 
‘these are the industries and pathways you can 
choose’, ‘this is how you get a job in the industry’. 
It’s all very much people in the past have worked 
in this industry and been very successful and 
enjoyed themselves. It’s not anything to do with 
how you get there.
Third years, while more confi dent than the 
fi rst and second years in general, in retrospect still 
expressed a wish for more practical advice and 
experience built across the three years of the degree – 
“like I wish it was the third year back in the fi rst year 
if that makes sense”. 
We gathered a range of feedback about the 
industry experience of teaching staff. Some students 
were very satisfi ed with the strong connection 
their teachers had with the industry – for example, 
a number of participants were impressed that 
they were given real life briefs to work on in class. 
But others were disappointed, not only with the 
limited experience of their teachers, but also with 
the attitude that they perceived in their teaching 
staff that what they were studying would be a 
‘hobby’ rather than a profession. But on the whole, 
participants were quite realistic about their options 
after university, accepting that they will have to work 
their way up, and keen to gain the skills to do that. 
Cross-Year Connections
We found that currently cross-year links are limited 
but with pockets of success. There was strong support 
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for extending these further. Students saw the value 
in mentoring as a way to equip them for what was to 
come, as well as to build confi dence and a sense of 
belonging. For instance, some students described a 
sense of disconnection from other year levels, or even 
a sense of intimidation. 
We asked students what they would consider the 
role of a mentor, and they said, “someone who can give 
you guidance about what paths you can take” someone 
you can bounce ideas off. Students suggested that 
an informal mentor or buddy would be particularly 
helpful during transition periods: 
Student 1: “You need like that guy in Legally 
Blonde that comes out and tells you which teacher 
expects you to sit in the fi rst row.”
Student 2: “Yeah!” 
Student 3: “We all need a Luke Wilson.”
There are some existing connections that speak of 
the value of encouraging these sorts of connections 
through both the formal and informal curriculum. 
For example: a second year Animation and Interactive 
Media student had had the opportunity to speak to 
a fi rst year class; there was mention of the success of 
vertical studios; we are aware of a cross-year project 
used in Communication Design. There has also been the 
recent student-led establishment of the Public Relations 
Society, which aims to facilitate cross-year links. 
Mentoring seems especially necessary for students 
who need to choose major pathways through their 
course: 
I guess in my case … I can either go down a few 
different pathways and … I thought that could 
have been discussed a bit more because it’s kind 
of like determining your career for your life and 
it wasn’t really discussed and now I’m sort of in 
a creative sort of area, hate it and I just want 
to get out of it and I wish I knew this last year 
before I picked which area I wanted to go into.
For fi rst years, mentoring is also about establishing 
work standards. Given the general anxiety among 
fi rst year cohorts about assessments, standards and 
pleasing teachers, mentoring could help guide these 
students through this stressful period by providing 
examples as well as by talking about the broader 
purposes of assessment as part of their overall 
learning experience. 
Practically, mentoring could operate as an 
elective or through specifi c cross-year projects (as it 
already does in some programs), but feedback from 
students suggests that it needs to be facilitated. Our 
participants told us that if it is completely informal 
and student-run, it will not be sustainable in the long 
term. 
Students who had studied Communication Design 
in its former building talked about its success in 
facilitating cross-year links:
You got to see what everyone was doing and 
that was really interesting, you used to go check 
out the third year stuff all the time, second year 
stuff all the time, and you established a really 
good connection through that without it actually 
getting quite personal. 
However, cross-year links need to be balanced 
with advice from teachers, as students reported 
that they were wary of “hearsay” from students and 
wanted advice to be confi rmed by teaching staff. A 
mentoring system also has to be mutually benefi cial. 
More advanced students are unlikely to sign up to be 
a mentor unless it offers a benefi t for them – whether 
that is personal or linked to their assessment. A fi nal 
challenge is selecting the right nomenclature – the 
word mentoring sounds overly serious and could be 
off-putting to both mentors and mentees. The term 
‘buddy’ was preferred, but further research could 
produce better options.
Trans-Disciplinary Connections 
We asked students about existing trans-disciplinary 
connections within their programs, and tested the 
possibility of extending these connections in future 
as part of our model. Overwhelmingly, students 
demonstrated a strong desire for interdisciplinary 
connections and an awareness of their future 
professional value: 
I feel like we don’t get enough opportunities to 
meet other people which could help us potentially 
in our jobs later on in life, like to work as 
partners which a lot of courses in media and 
communication need anyway. 
These sorts of connections were seen to be of 
particular benefi t to students in creative disciplines, 
who anticipate working in a studio setting in the 
future, or who feel isolated within the School and 
crave a broader sense of belonging: 
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I think there would be a lot of people in 
Photography and Digital Art and Media and 
stuff that we’d get on really well with because 
we are all in the same kind of artistic, creative 
scheme of things: but we just haven’t had any 
exposure to anyone else. 
We found strong support for formally facilitated 
trans-disciplinary connections, as students felt they 
needed encouragement and support in this area. 
They also recognised that any links formed need to 
be mutually benefi cial in order to be successful and 
sustainable. Through our questions, we discovered 
that a third year student had already designed a 
website (not yet operational) to facilitate connections 
because of an existing need. The website was designed 
to enable students in creative disciplines to identify 
possible collaborators in other programs at RMIT – for 
instance, an Advertising student might work with a 
Communication Design student on a advertising brief, 
creating a design that could be used in each of their 
folios. 
There are some existing successful points of 
connection within our School and beyond, for 
example, between Photography and Fashion Design 
students, Journalism and Photography students, and 
Games and Sound Design students. 
Other existing examples include student-run 
activities such as the Communication Ball/The 
Mingle, which have been formally embedded in the 
curriculum of the third year course, Interdisciplinary 
Communication Project. Other instances of 
interdisciplinary interaction currently occur in 
courses across the Majors and Communications 
courses offered to all Bachelor of Communication 
students (Journalism, Public Relations, Professional 
Communication, Media, Advertising) and the Bachelor 
of Design (Communication Design) students.  
Students in our groups also identifi ed many 
potential areas of connection, such as between: 
• Advertising and Communication Design, or 
Advertising and Photography, to prepare and 
design advertising briefs and campaign mock-ups 
• Public Relations and Journalism, on mock press 
releases
• Creative Writing and Media, on screenplays and 
production
• Creative Writing and Communication Design, on 
the design of the Creative Writing students’ fi nal 
manuscript. 
One suggested way to facilitate these links was 
through speed dating evenings, where students could 
speak about their work, and give short pitches to 
students in other courses. 
Other students were interested in a less strategic 
form of trans-disciplinary work, in order to gain a 
better understanding of the breadth of the School, 
and a broader worldview. These students suggested 
activities like ‘lecture swaps’ and the option to take 
sample classes from other programs, disciplines and 
majors in order to get a taster of these different areas 
in the school, and a better understanding of their 
fellow students. This was partly driven by a desire 
to have a better professional understanding of what 
their fellow students would be doing when they were 
colleagues in the industry (e.g. Journalism students 
working alongside Public Relations students), as well 
as to broaden their University experience. 
This sort of less formal or strategic connection 
could also help break down strong stereotypes of 
program cohorts. Some existing collaborative projects 
(such as the student union magazine Catalyst, which 
is often edited by a group of journalism students) tend 
to be dominated by these strong ‘types’ or sense of 
elitism. 
However, the challenge of maintaining these 
sorts of links is that these connections are not always 
sustainable: 
I ended up making good friends with people in 
my cinema tute but then you change classes for 
the next semester and … you kind of feel like 
everyone’s already made their friends, you kind 
of just feel on your own for the next semester. 
You get close working with people and stuff from 
whatever discipline or faculty when you are 
doing these projects, but then at the end of the 
term that’s it and it’s hard to develop, even if 
you had a good relationship with people, because 
it’s so quick like one semester then it’s over. 
When developing activities to try and create or 
enhance trans-disciplinary links, it will be essential 
to consider their sustainability, as well as ways to 
support it. 
Student Spaces and Resources 
This was another articulated theme as we asked 
students directly about their use of various spaces. 
This sometimes led to amusing responses, for 
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instance when we asked a group of students, “Do you 
ever use the Atelier space down on level two?” the 
response was, “The what?” Overall, we found that 
students don’t fully utilise those spaces available to 
them. Many students didn’t know about the Student 
Atelier space in Building 9 (a common area for all 
students in the School, with lockers, a sink and 
microwave, and space for quiet study), were unsure 
whether they were allowed to use it, and those that 
did use it, described it as “cold”, “sterile” and “a waste 
of space”. 
Many students said they would appreciate a 
more inviting space that they could feel a sense 
of ownership over; the Games student lounge in 
Building 14 was often cited as an example of a 
successful student space. Students said they would use 
the Atelier space more often “if it was a good lounge 
with actual couches and not just geometric boxes”. 
Another reason for the underuse of space is 
timetabling. When student have a long break between 
classes, they often return home or use the library for 
quiet study: “it’s such a big gap I either turn around 
and go back home or I work in the library”. It seems 
the library fulfi lls the need for a quiet workspace, a 
re-imagined Student Atelier space could be a place for 
group work, or just to hang between classes. 
There are some existing spaces that students 
report using and enjoying, including the Pearson 
and Murphy’s Café on campus, ‘the fake grass’ in 
the courtyard next to the café, the alumni courtyard 
(though the ball games played there are seen as an 
annoyance), empty classrooms in Building 9, and 
the pop-up space in the Myer-Melbourne Central 
walkway off-campus. However some students did say 
that university was not about ‘hanging out’ outside of 
classes: “I’m pretty much here just to get my degree 
and get out: I know that sounds really harsh”. 
Some Communication Design students who had 
worked in the program’s former open-plan building 
lamented the lack of community with the move to 
building 9. For these students, their disappointment 
was not with their new spaces – which they 
acknowledged was ‘nicer’ than their old space, which 
had previously been a fl oor of an offi ce building – but 
with the loss of a shared experience through a shared 
space. In the old building they were able to keep up 
with the progress of their peers across all three years, 
through the ability to observe lectures and tutorials as 
well as through the display of work on the walls. 
Finally, some fi rst and second year students felt 
they did not have the access to spaces and resources 
they expected, desired, or had seen at Open Day. 
This seemed to be a communication problem more 
than anything else, with students feeling frustrated 
that they couldn’t access resources reserved for more 
senior students. It appears further explanation is 
required around the need for specialized training with 
particular tools and devices from early on in fi rst year. 
Student Communication
Student communication was an articulated theme 
from the focus groups. Students were asked directly 
about how they kept in touch with their cohort. 
However, we did not anticipate such a strong 
response, particularly about their use of Facebook. We 
found that students overwhelming rely on Facebook 
for both group work and to develop a sense of 
community within their program year level. As one 
student commented on the use of Facebook during 
the orientation period: 
The Facebook group really helped, because I got 
to Uni and I was really lost, like I didn’t know 
where to register or where to go for my classes, 
I just didn’t understand anything, and I didn’t 
feel comfortable going up to these people who 
were essentially strangers that I only saw for one 
hour every week just briefl y in class. So doing it 
online I felt like less of an idiot asking, so that 
really helped.
Most program year levels have student-run 
Facebook groups which they prefer to the staff-run 
ones, which they described as “lame” or which go 
missing in their feeds and become “invisible” because 
of a lack of posts. 
The reported benefi ts of Facebook for students are 
both academic and social. They use it as a place to ask 
questions and seek guidance - “Facebook is always 
our fi rst port of call for if you have a problem or a 
question, you just immediately go to Facebook group 
and someone’s usually able to answer” – as well as to 
share work by tagging their peers in images, and for 
organising social gatherings. 
However, students acknowledge that Facebook 
is not without its challenges. Not all program year 
levels have a Facebook group, and because most year 
levels start a new group, it restricts cross-year links. 
It can also entrench divisions. For instance, some 
Professional Communication students reported that 
they tried to join the Public Relations Facebook group 
(because they take a large number of Public Relations 
courses) but were rejected by the students who run 
the group. 
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Students also talked about challenges to do with 
privacy and uncertainty around personal and legal 
risks online – whether around ‘friending’ someone 
they would not usually add to their social network, 
or whether they still owned the rights to any work 
they posted online. But more seriously, a number of 
students talked about incidents in which their cohort 
peers posted negative comments about teaching staff 
or fellow students on the group’s Facebook page, 
and the resultant divide between those students who 
thought the behavior was acceptable, and those who 
were seriously troubled by it. 
Facebook was not the only communication tool 
that was discussed. Email was also raised, but that 
was seen as a more professional medium, and not 
something for student-to-student contact. Facebook 
was preferred to Google Docs because of the record of 
interaction it left and the ability to see if classmates 
were online: “If someone in your group is lounging 
around doing nothing, usually they’re on Facebook 
and you can just hop on and be like, “Are you doing 
your work?”. 
Some students did say they would prefer the 
functions of Facebook on the university’s Blackboard 
platform, as it would circumvent the problems 
that arise around personal privacy and negative 
comments. However, they acknowledged that at 
present, Blackboard is too limited in its functionality 
to be considered a real alternative to Facebook, so 
the social networking site is expected to continue to 
dominate in the short term at least. 
Internationalisation and Global Links 
The topic of global links came up in some groups, 
but not all. For most local students, developing global 
connections through travel, work and future study 
is something that comes in addition to, or after their 
undergraduate degree, and not as a part of it. 
As a topic and future consideration, it was 
more prevalent among second and third years than 
fi rst years. For some of the creative programs, and 
particularly games students, working overseas was a 
major consideration: 
The big ambition is to move over to America and 
work on television cartoons… I can expect at the 
most six months of unemployment and running 
around Burbank California to various studios 
trying to get my portfolio and foot in the door… 
However, there was a clear difference between the 
attitudes of local students and international students, 
who already see themselves as global citizens, with 
travel as an inevitable part of their future: 
I plan to go on exchange to Canada next year 
and when I fi nish my degree. My Mum is making 
me go to China for one semester to do a refresher 
course in Chinese and then after than maybe 
travel and then get a job: but I don’t think I’ll 
go back [to Singapore]. I want to go to different 
countries and sort of work in different places.
In comparison, local students see overseas as a 
second option if they cannot fi nd a job locally, or an 
option to explore later in their careers. 
We asked participants about whether they took 
or considered an international exchange as part of 
their degree, and many referenced the barriers to this 
option, including fi nancial and structural/institutional 
challenges: 
I had to fi ght tooth and nail to get approval 
to go on an exchange program… In the end I 
had to apply in second year and had to soak up 
every single elective that I had on offer just to go 
for a single semester and I had to then delay a 
semester when I came back. 
Another more surprising reason students were 
reticent to go on exchange, was the uncertainty of the 
benefi ts and anxiety about academic standards in the 
exchange institutions: 
… It would be dependent on the benefi ts of what 
I would be learning over there or what I would 
be achieving academically. I don’t know. I think 
I would rather work and live overseas than study 
overseas.
Ultimately, because of this perception, global 
connections remain something that domestic 
students perceive as being about ‘after uni’ rather 
than ‘at uni’. 
Alumni Perceptions 
This was an articulated question, asked in light 
of RMIT’s recent efforts to improve links with its 
existing alumni. However, we found that many 
students are unsure or unclear about the role RMIT 
could play in their lives post-graduation. 
There was some awareness of the way alumni 
networks might be useful in a future professional 
context: 
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I would probably be more likely to hire somebody 
that’s gone to the same uni as me as well. In 
that connection just because I know exactly how 
they’ve done things. Hope they haven’t changed 
things much. In that sense there’s a kind of 
connection.
When students did respond to questions about 
future connections to RMIT, this was often dependent 
on success. As one student puts it: 
It would be nice to come back just to meet all the 
classmates just one more time again, after you 
graduate… That’s if you get a job. Because if you 
don’t get a job and you come and see everyone’s 
got a job and I don’t have a job…
Asked about any sort of future connections they 
could imagine having to RMIT, a number of students 
mentioned they were considering postgraduate 
studies and would prefer to stay at RMIT because of 
their familiarity with the institution. International 
students were particularly keen to teach or guest 
lecture after graduating. But asked about what sorts 
of activities they would like to take part in with their 
alumni network, students lacked a clear idea: “That’s 
a good question. Ask me in fi ve years”. 
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Appendix 4
The Belonging Project
Staﬀ  Workshop 3: Mapping the 
First Year Experience 
Report Author: Dr Lucy Morieson
Report Date: November 2011
Participants at the third Belonging Project staff 
workshop worked together to map a holistic plan for 
an improved fi rst year experience within the School 
of Media and Communication. 
The following document outlines chronologically 
 the existing key points of interaction between the 
School and students, as well as the anticipated 
possible activities that could respond to these 
moments. As a whole, it presents a more detailed 
map of what an improved FYE could look like in the 
School of Media and Communication. 
Semester 1
January 
Interaction: First formal interaction with students at 
the Program Information Session (PIS). 
Focus: Successfully enrolling the new student cohort.
Program Information Session (PIS) 
It was agreed that the fi rst formal interaction students 
have with the school and program – aside from those 
who attended open day – is the PIS. 
Staff agreed that the central aim of the PIS is to 
ensure students are successfully enrolled. Therefore, 
information is focused on how to enroll, introduction to 
IT services, and the Student Timetabling System (STS). 
Participants agreed on the need to develop a better 
PIS Pack, including a welcome letter, key contacts, 
and information fl agging upcoming O Week activities. 
There was also discussion about whether the PIS 
session should include a social element, or whether 
with the focus on enrolment, social activities are 
reserved for the orientation period. This was of 
particular concern given that the cohort would not be 
complete at this stage, with later intakes still to come. 
However it was agreed that the PIS should be held 
in a room that students would later use, such as a 
classroom or the Student Atelier space, in order to 
familiarise them with their space. 
February 20–24 
Interaction: Orientation activities.
Focus: Orientation to the program, school and 
university. 
O Week 
It has been established that there are a range of 
orientation activities and levels of interaction 
represented by the various programs in the school – 
and this variation is anticipated to remain. However, 
it was agreed that there should be a minimum level 
of orientation for all Media and Communication 
students and that programs could tailor and 
supplement their orientation offerings as they see fi t. 
Interactions during O Week are about orientation 
to the program, school and university. Students need 
to know about student services, and answers to basic 
survival questions, such as: 
• Who is everybody? 
• Where is everything? 
• What do I need? 
• How does this uni thing work? 
Overall there was agreement that there would 
be an all-school activity, a program activity, and 
information about the availability of university 
activities offered by Student Services. It was suggested 
that students could be provided with a ‘passport’ at 
the commencement of orientation and required to 
collect stamps for the various activities they complete. 
The presentation of a full passport would lead to a 
reward – such as food at their program BBQ, or entry 
into a draw for a larger prize such as an iPad. 
Further, while school and program orientation 
usually focuses on practical information, it emerged 
from the focus groups that students are keen for 
some early assistance in forming social connections 
with their new cohort, so any activities to encourage 
this are welcome. In order to orient students to their 
surroundings and introduce them to their spaces, 
it was suggested that orientation take place in the 
Atelier, with each program allotted their time in 
the space. This could be extended to include social 
activities, or cross-program ‘meet and greet’ sessions, 
where every program runs a fun session in the space 
for other programs.
Some participants discussed strategies that they 
have successfully adopted in the past, with some 
interpretation of a ‘speed dating’ scenario being the 
most popular amongst the group. 
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Another idea with broad purchase among the 
group was the development and extension of a 
version of the mobile location game (similar to a 
treasure hunt) used in the orientation to the games 
program. Given the enthusiasm for the idea and 
its evident potential for extension to other areas, 
Jen Lade and Christian McCrea of games suggested 
that their students could design a template during 
2012 for all students in the school to use during 
orientation in 2013. Its success would then be tracked 
and evaluated by the Belonging team, using student 
feedback groups. 
February 27 
Semester 1 begins. 
Week 1
Interaction: First week of semester, formal 
curriculum commences.
Focus: Orientation to the new academic 
environment. 
First Week 
The fi rst week of semester is also about orientation, 
but in comparison to O Week, the focus us on 
academic orientation. Thus, the sorts of questions 
students are anxious to have answered at this stage 
include: 
• Where’s the photocopier, computers, classroom, 
etc.? 
• What do you do in a lecture?
• What do you do in a tute?
• What is there to do between classes? 
• How do I do well?
This sort of academic orientation usually takes 
place on a course-level, and it was suggested that it 
was the role of fi rst year coordinator to ensure that 
this was happening. 
Week 2
March 9
Last day to add classes for Semester 1
Week 3
Interaction: Students beginning to form friendship 
groups and/or cliques, and may need assistance 
making connections with the wider year-level cohort. 
Focus: Breaking up cliques, establishing a sense of 
cohort, assisting with social connections. 
Cohort Day Out (around Week 3) 
By the third week of semester, students are done 
with basic orientation and starting – or struggling – 
to form friendship groups. Thus it was decided that 
this would be a good time to encourage more social 
interaction across the fi rst year program cohort and 
to break up any cliques that may be forming. 
A suggested way to achieve this was the ‘Cohort 
Day Out’. This was envisaged as an excursion – 
whether primarily ‘fun’ (e.g. a trip to Healesville 
Sanctuary), industry-relevant (a fi eld trip to a work 
place), or an urban adventure, the aim was to bring 
students together outside of the classroom. 
It was agreed that to ensure success – both in 
terms of attendance, as well as making the most of 
the available teaching time – the event would need 
to be tied to the formal curriculum. Those who 
want a more extended experience could develop 
the idea into a camp (which is already on the cards 
for photography) but everyone present agreed that 
a Cohort Day Out would benefi t their program and 
could be easily and usefully built into the curriculum. 
 Programs interested in further work around 
the ‘Cohort Day Out’: Journalism, Photography, 
Communication Design, Professional Communication, 
Media and Advertising. 
Communication Strategies
A number of suggestions fell into the broad category 
of an improved communication strategy with and 
among students. 
These included: 
• Installing a notice board in the Student Atelier 
space and communicating to students that they 
are free to use it for their own purposes. 
• Establishing a student council that is less formal 
than the Student Staff Consultative Committee 
(SSCC), providing a platform for cross-program 
links and planning for all-school student-run 
events. 
• The development of a communication pack for 
students made available at the school’s student 
online portal or at each program’s Facebook group. 
While these suggestions all represent discreet 
activities, they were all made in the spirit of improved 
student communication, both staff-student and 
student-student. 
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Staff interested in further work around 
‘Communication Strategies’: Alex Syndikas, Jen 
Lade, Romy Kelly, Rachel Wilson, Karli Lukas. 
Week 4
Interaction: First assessment(s) approaching. 
Students require support as they encounter 
university-level assessment for the fi rst time. 
Focus: This is the time for guidance and assistance 
with resources and building academic literacies.
First Assessment (around Week 4) 
At week four of fi rst semester, most students are 
facing their fi rst assessment. This is the time for 
guidance and assistance with academic literacy and 
integrity. Students want to know: 
• How do I do this? 
• Where are the resources? 
• What sort of learning support is available? 
Two types of activities to implement to tackle 
this challenge were informal study groups, and a 
buddy system. Indeed, they could work together. The 
informal study group was something that would be 
established around broad course areas, with some 
staff assistance, but then left to be self-run. Given 
that they would be around study area and not year-
level, they would be made up of all year levels, and 
thus facilitate cross-year connections and informal 
‘buddying’. 
Staff interested in further work on ‘First 
Assessments’: Adrian Miles and Lucinda Strahan. 
Week 5 
March 3
Census Date (Semester 1)
Confusion about Easter break 
Assessment Crisis Point (around Week 6) 
At this time in semester there is an avalanche of 
assessment and it feels as though, after an initial 
lull, all assignments are due at once. In light of this, 
students need to know about extensions, special 
consideration and counseling services – information 
they have probably already received but not paid 
attention to earlier on in the semester, when it was 
still smooth sailing. 
Week 6 
Interaction: Avalanche of assessment - a possible 
crisis point.
Focus: Providing information about extensions, 
special consideration, counseling services. 
Skills Workshops/Skills Labs
Staff in a number of programs agreed that their 
students would benefi t from the existence of a 
number of informal, extracurricular skills labs/
workshops. 
These would be organised around software 
common to a number of programs, such as Photoshop 
and InDesign, which students admit to struggling 
with if they have no prior training in such programs. 
These workshops could be cross-year and staff or 
student run, the latter allowing for the generation of 
further cross-year links and mentoring. 
Programs interested in further work around 
‘Skills Workshops/Skills Labs’: Advertising, 
Communication Design, Professional Communication 
and Photography 
Week 7 
Interaction: Students are starting to get work back 
and so the new challenge becomes feedback – how 
to get it and how to respond to it. 
Focus: Re-orientation around academic standards 
and expectations, and assistance with the transition 
to a new learning (and assessment) environment. 
Week 8
Interaction: First week of semester, formal 
curriculum commences.
Focus: Orientation to the new academic 
environment. 
Winter approaching – drop in attendance due to 
colder weather and illness 
Week 10
Interaction: Late-semester slump, students are 
exhausted and hanging out for end of semester. 
Focus: A cohort activity to reward those students 
who are still around to help get over the slump.
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Drop-in Sessions or Industry Panel 
(around week 10) 
Those students who are still turning up and making 
an effort need a late semester booster to keep them 
engaged and give them a reward. One suggestion to 
counter this late-semester slump was to run drop-in 
sessions at the Student Atelier space (or other spaces). 
These could be study sessions where one or two 
teaching staff would be present to answer questions 
about assessment, but also just to ‘hang out’ – the 
session would also be social, and pizza could be 
provided. 
Another suggestion was an industry panel, also 
run in the evening in the Student Atelier space, 
followed by a networking session with food and 
drinks provided. 
Staff interested in further work around 
‘Drop-In Sessions/Industry Panels’: Adrian Miles, 
Rachel Wilson and Lucinda Strahan.
Week 12
End of semester deadline stress!
Week 12 –13
Interaction: Last point of contact with students for 
the semester as they fi nish classes and submit fi nal 
assessments. 
Focus: Cohort activities to provide a sense of ending 
and celebration. 
Celebration and Relaxation (around weeks 
12 and 13) 
By the end of week 12 or 13 there is a sense of 
ending and celebration for most students, so this is 
a good point at which to once again gather for social 
activities. 
One suggested way of facilitating this was through 
so-called ‘R Week’ (Relaxation Week) workshops. 
These were imagined as fun, informal workshops that 
students could choose according to interest, rather 
than program. For instance, they could be workshops 
on graphic novels, creative writing or life drawing, 
and open to all interested students. They would be 
cross-year and cross-program, and staff might even be 
involved. If students wanted to run these themselves 
in future, they could apply for a RUSU student 
initiative grant to do so. 
Programs interested in further work around 
this: Games (Jen Lade), Communication Design, 




Semester 2 timetable opens
Semester 2
July 16 
Semester 2 begins 
Week 1
Interaction: Mid-year intake cohort begins.
Focus: Orienting these students to ensure transition 
and integration with existing cohort. Perhaps the 
social element could be covered by the cohort 
experience outlined in Week 3 below.
Week 2
27 July 
Last day to add courses for Semester 2 
Week 3
Interaction: Re-orientation around academic and 
social expectations
Focus: Encouraging further sense of cohort (building 
on the cohort experience of fi rst semester), providing 
social orientation for mid-year intake students, and 
building a sense of program cohort (both academic 
and social) beyond the year-level by involving senior 
students. 
Week 4–5
Interaction: Open Day. 
Focus: Identifying students to assist on the day, a 
chance to present the program to the public. 
Week 6 
Mid semester break 
31 August 
Census Date (Semester 2)
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Week 7
Interaction: By this stage of fi rst year, students have 
a growing sense of their future professional identity 
and are keen for industry input, particularly in the 
way of practical advice. 
Focus: An industry event (tailored to the program). 
Week 8–9
The sun is out – start losing students again 
Week 10  
VTAC close for change of preference
Week 12–14
Interaction: First year is ending; students are about 
to leave First Year behind. 
Focus: Celebration of ending and progression; 
celebration of achievement, for example, exhibitions 
and screenings.
End of Year Festival
Nearly all programs in the School already run some 
sort of end of year exhibition or screening of their 
student’s work. There was discussion around the 
challenges of combining all of these events given 
their diverse nature and immediate relevance to a 
specifi c program cohort and industry. However there 
was agreement that a positive step to take would 
be to present the various separate events as part of 
a single program, thus maintaining the autonomy 
of each. The next step could be to consider a single 
opening and/or closing event. 
Following this discussing nearly all programs 
were on-board, with Journalism signaling their 
willingness to operate a press offi ce for the event, 
and Professional Communication to consider running 
an industry panel. However for Public Relations the 
event poses a challenge, given the diverse range of 
roles their students are equipped for and the problem 
of typecasting them as ‘event managers’. 
Programs interested in further work around 
the ‘End of Year Festival’: Advertising, Professional 
Communication, Journalism, Photography, 
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Glossary – Abbreviations 
and Key Terms 
Abbreviations
ESL – English as a Second Language
FYE – First Year Experience
HEPPP – Higher Education Participation Partnerships 
Program
L&T – Learning and teaching
LSES – Low Socioeconomic Status
M&C – Media and Communication
SISI – Student Informal Spaces Initiative
SSCCs – Student-Staff Consultative Committees
WAM – Workload Allocation Model
WASSLL – What a School Should Look Like
Key terms
Co-creation: Recognises that students actively 
co-create their university experience and should be 
genuinely engaged in processes and decisions that 
involve them, by providing feedback, and, where 
appropriate, creative input in the change processes. 
First year student: A student who is yet to complete 
96 credit points of study (equivalent to one full-time 
year) in their current program at RMIT University.
Transition pedagogy: A holistic approach to 
the FYE developed primarily in the work of Sally 
Kift’s Australian Learning and Teaching Council 
Fellowship, involving the integration of curriculum 
principles (Transition, Diversity, Design, Engagement, 
Assessment, and Evaluation and Monitoring) and 
strategies to engage and support students, as well as 
to foster a sense of belonging and develop sustainable 
academic-professional partnerships. Importantly, a 
transition pedagogy requires a whole of institution 
approach and the “seamless involvement” of 
academic and professional staff. (See Kift, Nelson and 
Clarke, 2010). 
Nomenclature
At RMIT there are a number of terms that are 
institution-specifi c and as such, do not have the 
same meanings to external audiences.
The following table sets out these differences 
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Introduction
The Belonging Project is a four-year project to design 
and pilot an improved student experience in the 
School of Media and Communication. The second 
phase of the Belonging Project, Focus on the First Year 
Experience, consolidates and builds upon the work of 
our fi rst phase (2011), Planting the Seeds. During this 
initial phase, we worked to develop our Belonging 
Narrative Model of student engagement, which 
proposes a three-tier student experience, beginning 
with a strong grounding in a diverse disciplinary 
cohort (Tier One), broadening out to encompass the 
interdisciplinary community of the school (Tier Two), and 
grounded in a sense of belonging as an ethical global 
citizen (Tier Three).
The Belonging Project, a grassroots and inclusive 
project to improve the student experience in the 
School of Media and Communication, has the 
following overall aims within an undergraduate 
Higher Education context to: 
1. Develop strategies to support the participation and 
integration of students from diverse backgrounds, 
circumstances and cultures, including in particular 
students those from low Socio Economic Status 
(SES) backgrounds
2. Enhance student satisfaction and retention rates
3. Help develop and make known a distinctive RMIT 
student experience.
Project Aims: Phase 2
The Belonging Project’s specifi c aims for Phase 2: Focus 
on the First Year Experience were to carry out a series of 
pilot initiatives that would improve and support the 
student transition to university life. 
Throughout 2012, the Belonging Project trialled 
and evaluated fi ve pilot initiatives to improve and 
support student engagement as part of a holistic 
fi rst year experience (FYE). These initiatives emerged 
from our Phase One research, which found extensive 
literature to support the importance of the FYE 
to student retention and success, something that 
was further confi rmed by our qualitative research 
with staff and students in the School of Media and 
Communication. The details of these initiatives are 
outlined below along with the key fi ndings and 
recommendations that emerged from the pilots. 
Enjoying the ‘Big O-Day’ at RMIT University.




Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Graduation and beyond
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Summary of Findings by Pilot Initiative
Initiative 1: Coordinated Orientation Week Activities
Principle To create a positive, welcoming foundation experience whereby all new students, regardless of their 
background, can begin to engage with their program cohort, within a broader school and university.
Properties A suite of activities tailored to the program cohort including: 
• A Program Orientation Session timed prior to any larger school or University events to enable 
students to form initial social connections within their cohort group; 
• A student-led school welcome session showcasing the range of formal, informal and 
interdisciplinary activities available to students; and 
• Carefully timed and well-framed introductions to key student spaces (i.e. by hosting program 
orientation activities there), as well as to the university campus and Student Services. 
Findings Our research indicates that a more coordinated approach to orientation improves students’ sense of 
confi dence and social connectedness during their transition to university. 
Our fi ndings also suggest that Orientation Week activities should focus primarily on students’ social 
transition, with the introduction of academic literacies carefully timed so as to avoid information 
overload and provide ‘just-in-time’ support.
Our suite of initiatives were, in the main, embraced by staff, as demonstrated through 
responsiveness to our suggested changes in process as well as by attendance at a professional 
development offering. 
However, pockets of resistance suggest that orientation is something that requires a clear, 
coordinated vision and strategy at the school level and higher. 
Recommendations
1. (School level) That schools defi ne and create fractional allocations of leadership to existing staff positions as a team 
of dedicated Orientation and Transition Coordinators. (See Recommendation 6.3 and Appendix 1 for 
more detail.)
 Initiative 2: A Cohort Day Out
Principle Continue to build a strong program fi rst year cohort through a collaborative curricular activity 
conducted outside normal classes.
Properties An off-campus activity made available for the program cohort through a core course that links 
the formal and informal curriculum. Can take the form of a fun activity designed to build social 
connections and embed academic literacies. Ideally tied to an assessment task to encourage 
maximum student engagement. 
Finding Off-campus cohort building activities linked to the formal curriculum can be simple and low-cost. 
They can signifi cantly improve students’ sense of connectedness to their program cohort, and can 
assist to develop key academic literacies, especially when part of a larger suite of well-timed formal 
and informal cohort building activities throughout their fi rst year. 
Recommendations
2.1 (Program level) That program and course design for fi rst year core program courses should embed formal and 
informal cohort building activities, such as a Cohort Day Out within the fi rst three weeks of a 
semester, and that it is critical that these be tracked and evaluated through the Program Annual 
Review (PAR).
2.2 (Program level) That Program Directors, First Year Academic Advisors and fi rst year teaching staff consider, design 
and implement the ‘Cohort Day Out’ as part of a sequence of activities, beginning with orientation, 
and continuing across all semesters as part of transition and a whole-of-program fi rst year pedagogy. 
2.3 (College level) That support, in the form of targeted professional development and budget allocation is provided to 
program staff to better develop and embed these sorts of initiatives into the curriculum. This process 
should involve the recommended new Orientation and Transition Coordination team. (See Appendix 1).
12 The Belonging Project Report 2012
Initiative 3: Student Informal Spaces Initiative
Principle To foster informal collaborative spaces which support a sense of belonging across the School’s 
student cohorts.
Properties A space belonging to students for the range of informal activities they engage in on campus, 
including: private study, group work, socialising, preparing meals and running a range of cohort 
events. The space should be the cultural hub of the school, a place where students can connect with 
staff and other university services, rather than a ‘rumpus room’ solely for student use. 
Students should be engaged in the refurbishment processes as co-creators, providing feedback and 
recommendations, and, where appropriate, assist with the redesign. The room’s fi ttings should be 
‘rough and ready’, so students feel they have ownership over the fi nishing touches and can evolve 
the space to their needs. Essential amenities include: lighting, a kitchenette (microwave, sink, hot 
water tap), vending machines, lockers and adequate power points for laptops. Tables and chairs 
should be comfortable, light, and in confi gurations adaptable to a range of needs. 
Multiple ‘zones’ allow for a range of uses, while some larger tables encourage informal social interactions.
Finding Refurbishing an existing but underused student space in the school, through a process of co-creation 
with students, was a low-cost but highly visible way to immediately improve the overall student 




That the physical environment of a school should include informal student spaces to encourage a 
sense of belonging, as well as interdisciplinary and cross-year collaborations. 
3.2 (School level) That the design and refurbishment of student spaces is undertaken using a process of co-creation; 
making use of student feedback, and engaging students in the redesign where possible.
3.3  (School/
Program level)
That a strategy is developed for engaging students in these spaces that promotes the purposeful use 
of the space for key transition and cohort activities.
Initiative 4: Academic Transition Initiatives
Principle To work closely with Student Services to deliver ‘just in time’ advice, support, skills, etc. for both staff 
and students. 
Properties Informal, low-cost, face-to-face meetings with key Student Services staff that are open to all School staff. 
Finding Brokering relationships between School (academic and professional) staff and Student Services 
staff broke down barriers between university stakeholders, challenged staff assumptions about key 
services, and helped form new links that could be generative of changes in the classroom and the 
student experience. 
Recommendations
4. (School level) That schools provide simple, low-cost opportunities for face-to-face connections between staff 
to facilitate relationship building and improve engagement with Student Services. That this 
engagement strategy become realised through staff position descriptions, staff workplans and 
professional development. 
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Initiative 5: End of Year Festival of Exhibitions and Events
Principle To foster a student-focused celebration of achievement and diversity across programs within the 
School, engaging industry and the wider community.
Properties A coordinated set of end of year activities that serve the purposes of programs representing diverse 
disciplines, which can be promoted together to staff, students, industry and the community through 
a range of marketing collateral, including posters, programs, stickers and digital media, etc. 
Findings Coordinating a whole-of-school festival is a large task requiring initial small steps. In 2012, 
we worked towards developing an umbrella name and brand for all of the School’s end of year 
events, and a related set of marketing collateral. While these fi rst steps were welcomed by staff, 
further work is required to gather the student perspective. 
Initial fi ndings suggest that these events are more successful when they are embedded in the formal 
curriculum, and that the festival needs to be inclusive of the range of events adopted by different 
programs, including exhibitions, screenings, celebrations, etc. Regardless of their form, these events 
mark a key point of transition, whether from year to year, or from student to graduate. 
Further, existing end of year events represent a rich bank of materials relating to the student 
experience which could be better leveraged by staff at all levels of the university to inform marketing 




That further research and pilot projects be conducted across the university to ascertain the added 
value to the student experience of coordinated end of year capstone events, linked to their transition: 
from year to year; from student to graduate; from alumni to member of the industry. 
5.2 (School level) That a ‘whole-of-school’ as well as ‘whole-of-program’ approach is taken to the end of year festival, 
so that events do not become the sole responsibility of program staff but become ‘everybody’s 
business’: a concern shared by all staff, academic and professional, as part of a school’s core business. 
5.3 (School/
Program level)
That end of year festival activities inform program renewal to ensure that they: are embedded in 
curriculum; engage students in a process of co-creation; and foster engagement across student 
cohorts from fi rst to third year. 
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Overall Findings
Finding 1: It’s worth it – for students 
The evidence gathered from our pilots suggests that 
a more holistic approach to transition and the FYE 
can have a genuine and lasting impact on student 
cohorts. Through tracking and evaluating the 
initiatives piloted during 2012, we gathered a range 
of evidence that suggests that the student experience 
is qualitatively improved when transition becomes a 
central concern at a course, program and school level. 
Finding 2: It’s worth it – for staff 
While Phase Two of the project placed students at the 
centre of our efforts, our research found that a more 
clearly articulated approach to student transition 
also enhances the staff experience. A number of staff 
involved in our pilot initiatives reported an improved 
relationship with their student cohorts as a direct 
result of new and/or improved transition initiatives. 
For the bulk of the staff, engagement with the 
project was through discussion of the results of our 
work and the development of new ideas. Attendance 
at presentations and workshops, requests for 
presentation of our work to various staff communities 
across the university, and a willingness in our school 
and at the university level to look to our project 
for guidance around key transition issues suggest 
that staff are interested in improving the transition 
experience for themselves and their students. 
Finding 3: It’s hard 
While we have had success at the course, program 
and School level, our greatest challenge has been 
moving towards sustainable change to embed student 
transition as part of core business. Such a project 
requires a new approach to the student experience 
based on designing and implementing greater vertical 
integration between pedagogy in the classroom, 
program design, school management and planning 
processes, and university services. Overall what 
we are describing is a project of long-term whole 
of institution cultural change. At a school level, 
it requires targeted professional development for 
staff, and a review of position descriptions to better 
account for key responsibilities. For these reasons, 
the project team are pleased to note the university’s 
commitment to improving the student experience 
by funding the following additional key projects 
to facilitate such generational pedagogical change: 
the First Year Transition and Retention Project, the 
Inclusive Teaching and Assessment Practices Project 
and the What a School Should Look Like (WASSL) 
Project.
Finding 4: It works better when it’s 
embedded 
To ensure sustainability, transition initiatives need 
to be embedded: in programs, in pedagogy, in 
position descriptions, in professional development 
and in induction processes across the university. This 
ensures that core work around transition and the 
student experience does not become something ‘on 
top of’ or an ‘additional extra’ to the existing student 
experience, but rather becomes adopted as core 
business for all staff.
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Overall Recommendations
Recommendation 6: (School Level) 
That each school review/develop a transition 
pedagogy and holistic approach to the FYE that is: 
• Refl ective of the school’s various program selection 
approaches and tailored to the specifi c cohort; 
• Embedded in the formal and informal curriculum; 
• Supported in the school through the formalisation 
of Transition Coordination Team positions (refer 
to Appendix 1 and Recommendation 1. above), 
resourcing, and professional development; 
• Led by and evidenced in the school’s L&T 
Committee and strategic plan, School Plan, staff 
workplans and budget planning (both academic 
and professional); and
• Refl ective of the University’s Transition Principles.
RMIT Strategic Linkages: RMIT Academic Plan; RMIT 
Equity and Diversity Plan; RMIT Statement on the Student 
Experience; RMIT Transition Principles; FYE and Retention 
Project; Inclusive Teaching Practices Project; RMIT Assessment 
Policy; RMIT Selection and Admission Policy. 
Recommendation 7: (University Level) 
In order for staff to create meaningful formal and 
informal inclusive learning opportunities, and 
in order to allow for better tracking of transition 
initiatives throughout the student lifecycle, we 
recommend that RMIT Statistics and Reporting 
develop a data package. This would be accessible to 
key program staff (both academic and professional) 
via a password protected database that provides 
the information required to better understand the 
diversity of their cohorts. 
This information should include de-identifi ed 
information such as:
• number of low SES students; 
• number of SNAP and other equity students;
• geographic data (where they are from); 
• information as to their English as Second 
Language status; 
• fi rst in family; 
• age of students; 
• educational backgrounds (e.g. are they 
articulating and from where)
This information should be made available to 
programs no later that two weeks prior to each 
semester’s commencement dates.
Ideally this information will be provided in such 
a way that programs can easily get a picture of the 
overall cohort, each commencing semester’s cohort 
and at the individual course level.
Strategic Linkages: RMIT Equity and Diversity Plan; 
Inclusive Teaching Practices Project; FYE and Retention 
Project; Student Cohort Experience Project.
Recommendation 8: (School Level) 
That schools defi ne and create fractional allocations 
of leadership to existing staff positions as dedicated 
Transition Coordinators. This collaborative team 
of professional and academic staff are to oversee, 
implement, evaluate and document the School’s 
transition and orientation strategy to achieve an 
integrated approach (see Appendix 1 for sample 
position description and recruitment methodology).
Strategic Linkages: RMIT Transition Principles; Student 
Success Program; FYE and Retention Project; WASSL Project.
Recommendation 9: (School/University Level) 
That the importance of orientation and transition be 
acknowledged and made visible in: School Strategic 
Plans, academic and professional staff workplans, 
PARs and the School L&T calendar. 
Strategic Linkages: RMIT Strategic Plan; RMIT Academic 
Plan; FYE and Retention Project; WASSL Project; Closing the 
Loop: Strengthening and supporting PAR Action Plans on the 
Ground Project.
Recommendation 10: (University Level) 
That the Transition and Orientation Committee be 
reinstated to connect school transition teams between 
schools and across the university, so as to develop a 
resource network for the University. 
Strategic Linkages: RMIT Statement of the Student Experience; 
RMIT Transition Principles; FYE and Retention Project. 
Recommendation 11: (University Level)
That the university develop a suite of professional 
development modules around selection, transition 
and the FYE focussed on pedagogical frameworks 
and the student experience, made available to 
professional and academic staff through developMe.
Strategic Linkages: RMIT Academic Plan; RMIT Equity and 
Diversity Plan; FYE and Retention Project; Inclusive Teaching 
and Assessment Practices Project. 
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Recommendation 12: (School Level) 
That schools develop an annual L&T Forum to: 
aid academic staff induction and professional 
development aligned to the school Plan and outcomes 
of its previous PAR Reports; showcase best-practice 
teaching and research on teaching.
Strategic Linkages: School Plan; School L&T Plan; 
School Program Annual Review Report. 
Recommendation 13: (School Level) 
That schools, working with the Academic Portfolio 
and their College Offi ce, develop an L&T calendar of 
events to encourage staff development around the 
scholarship of learning and teaching via LTIFs, OLT, 
teaching awards, and other resources currently in 
development. 
Strategic Linkages: RMIT Academic Plan; RMIT 
Academic Expectations.
Plans for Phase 3 (2013)
Having trialled and evaluated fi ve pilot initiatives 
to improve transition and the FYE in the School of 
Media and Communications in Phase Two (2012), 
during Phase Three (2013) we will focus on the 
interdisciplinary student experience (aligning with 
the Tier Two of The Belonging Project Narrative Model 
— see Diagram 1 (page 10) The ‘interdisciplinary’ 
is central to the cumulative, capacity building logic 
of our model. Having formed bonds and confi dence 
within their disciplinary/program cohort in Tier One, 
students need to be given opportunities to broaden 
their experience to encompass the interdisciplinary 
environment of the school (or equivalent community), 
so as to develop capacities required in their future 
professional ‘real-world’ settings.
Our focus for Phase Three will be to investigate 
and explore this range of opportunities in order to 
develop a typology of interdisciplinary literacies that 
can be mobilised in strategic discussions around 
L&T and the development of new school, program 
and course models. This typology, and associated 
case studies, will be our primary outcome of Phase 
Three, and we aim to mobilise it as part of the School 
of Media and Communications’ ‘MC2015’ renewal 
process as well as in broader L&T debates and 
development within the School, across the University 
and the wider tertiary education sector. 
While developing Phase Three, we will continue 
to observe and contribute to reiterations of earlier 
initiatives, such as the School Welcome and the EOYF, 
with the aim of ensuring their sustainability. We will 
also scope initial plans for Phase Four (2014), with its 
focus on Tier Three of The Belonging Project Narrative 
Model – the global student experience. By ensuring 
that these tiers are developed concurrently, we aim 
to further progress the successful implementation 
of The Belonging Project Narrative Model’s holistic 
narrative in the School of Media and Communication, 
as an ongoing test case for its broader application 
across the University.
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Background, context 
and approach 
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Background: The Belonging 
Project Narrative Model
The broad principles and strategies of The Belonging 
Project Narrative Model, as outlined previously 
(page 10) are designed to be transferable to other 
schools and universities. Furthermore, these 
strategies are designed to be inclusive of all 
students, including those from international and low 
socioeconomic status (LSES) backgrounds. These more 
diverse cohorts are a by-product of the Australian 
government’s stated focus on attracting and retaining 
students from a range of backgrounds who have not 
traditionally undertaken Higher Education, most 
clearly articulated in the Bradley Review’s targets 
(2008). These include, for instance, a national target 
of at least 40% of 25 to 34-year-olds having attained 
a qualifi cation at bachelor level or higher by 2020, 
and a national target of 20% of Higher Education 
enrolments at undergraduate level from LSES 
backgrounds by 2020 (Bradley Review 2008, p. xiv). 
The Bradley Review targets, and the more 
diverse cohorts they will attract to universities, 
bring with them new challenges. For all students, 
the transition to university can be fraught, but even 
more so for students from LSES or international 
backgrounds. Research has found that for these 
students, “engagement with the university experience 
is like engaging in a battle, a confl ict. These are 
students for whom the culture of the institution 
is foreign and at times alienating and uninviting” 
(Krause, 2005, p. 9). Further, students from LSES 
backgrounds “have less confi dence in the personal 
and career relevance of higher education” and have 
been found to “experience alienation from the 
cultures of universities” (James et al., 2008, p. 3). For 
students like these, a sense of belonging can be vital 
in ensuring they persist and succeed at university 
(James, 2001).
As Baumeister and Leary (1995) outline, the 
need to belong is a fundamental human motivation 
and takes precedence over self-esteem and self-
actualisation. The authors argue that individuals 
working alone face a “severe competitive 
disadvantage” compared to those working as part 
of a group (p. 499). When applied to the higher 
education sector it could be said that it is socially 
and professionally threatening not to belong, 
particularly within the post-university context. 
While belonging has clear implications for the social 
experience of students, it also plays a crucial role 
academically. For instance, Baumeister and Leary 
(1995) argue that belonging is a powerful infl uence 
on human thinking and “both actual and potential 
bonds exert substantial effects on how people think” 
(p. 505), while Baumeister, Twenge, and Nuss (2002) 
outline the positive relationship between social 
connectedness and cognitive performance. Walton, 
Cohen, Cwir and Spencer (2011) argue that “the mere 
sense of social connectedness” enhances students’ 
motivation to achieve, as they respond to and quickly 
adopt the goals of others as their own within a group 
environment (p. 529). Referencing Aronson (2004), 
the writers also note that, “research on cooperative 
learning fi nds that structuring school assignments so 
that it is in students’ interest to cooperate rather than 
compete can increase cooperation and improve school 
outcomes” (p. 515).
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Context
The Co-creation Context
The Belonging Project Narrative Model positions 
students not as passive consumers but rather as co-
creators of their university experience, recognising 
the way in which universities are being reimagined as 
service providers, spaces where value is co-created by 
consumers within complex frameworks of actors and 
resources (Karpen, Hall, Katsoulidis, and Cam, 2011). 
In this environment, producers are reconfi guring their 
relations with consumers, away from the traditional 
industrial consumer-production relationship: “We are 
no longer simply designing products for users. We 
are designing for the future experiences of people, 
communities and cultures who are now connected 
and informed in ways that were unimaginable 10 
years ago” (Sanders & Stappers, 2012, p.10). Engaging 
students in change empowers them as co-creators and 
ensures more sustainable solutions.
The Media and Communications 
Industry Context
The Belonging Project Narrative Model refl ects and 
aims to prepare students for an industry in which 
collaborative work is the norm. To take our own 
disciplinary context as an example: future media and 
communication workers will enter an industry shifting 
towards a new operational model, the “collaborative 
digital enterprise” (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2011), 
which requires staff who are prepared to “work 
with others in transient team projects, adapt to 
new problems and situations, create digital content, 
and repurpose and customise content for multiple 
complementary platforms” (Peterson and Hansen, 
2012). While in some fi elds this means the need for 
specialist production knowledge is stronger than 
ever before, in others, it is important to have broader 
knowledge and skills, particularly in those areas where 
traditional disciplinary boundaries have changed and 
continue to do so. Our model aims to prepare students 
for this sort of landscape, by beginning with a strong 
disciplinary grounding, ensuring students understand 
the borders and terrain of their discipline, before 
looking at the disciplines that share these borders, and 
beyond them, to the broader fi eld in which they are 
situated. Further, despite a wealth of scholarship on 
transition and the FYE, there is little that addresses this 
work with specifi c reference to the domain of media 
and communication; our research hopes to fi ll this gap. 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model: 
Phase 1 Context
During Phase One (2011) of the Belonging Project, 
we developed a model and tested it with staff and 
students in a specifi c school through a series of 
focus groups and workshops. We also undertook 
preliminary external scoping – for example with the 
First Year Transition Community of Practice Group 
from the College of Science, Engineering and Health – 
to test the model’s transferability, at least in principle. 
Our research during this fi rst phase confi rmed our 
hypothesis that we should begin by focusing on the 
FYE. The majority of the students who participated 
in focus groups were fi rst years, and they confi rmed 
what a large body of literature has found (Kift, Nelson 
and Clarke, 2010; Kift, 2008; Devlin et al., 2012) – 
that transition into fi rst year is the most challenging 
for students and the most crucial for universities, 
to ensure retention and success in the long term. 
Our focus groups confi rmed that the transition to 
university represents both an academic and social 
shift for students ‘on a journey to becoming self-
managing or self-directed learners’ (Kift, Nelson and 
Clarke, 2010, p. 3). We found that our students, often 
much to their own surprise, require the assistance of 
teaching staff to make social connections with their 
cohort peers. Another challenging transition was 
the introduction to a new academic environment. 
A number of participants expressed the need 
for assistance with transition to the academic 
environment of the university, particularly around 
key academic literacies that are often taken for 
granted by teaching staff. 
Figure 1: Student Focus Group Sample 1 (2011) – Challenges 
to a student’s transition to university.
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The RMIT Context
Our decision to focus on the fi rst year undergraduate 
experience was further supported by a number 
of concurrent developments that occurred within 
the broader context of our university. For instance 
in November 2011, Professor Owen Hughes was 
appointed to a new role at RMIT as Dean of Students, 
part of the university’s Academic Portfolio. Among 
Hughes’s list of aims, chief of which was to provide 
high-level leadership of the diverse Student Services 
area, was the aspiration to “strengthen all students’ 
sense of belonging to RMIT and their student cohort 
groups” (Palmer, 2011). Shortly after his arrival it was 
announced that Hughes would lead a university-wide 
‘First Year Experience and Retention Plan’, which aims 
to implement the retention targets set by the University 
in the Strategic Plan of 5% above the national average. 
Alongside this target, the broad aims of the project are 
to: increase student retention in the fi rst year of tertiary 
study; increase student satisfaction; and improve the 
fi nancial circumstances of academic schools. 
The School of Media and 
Communication Context
Providing one of the more prominent backdrops 
to our work was MC2015 Review project (MC2015), 
a large-scale School of Media and Communication 
renewal project. The aim of MC2015 is to map and 
implement a renewed undergraduate program 
structure across the School by 2015. The project 
aims to streamline the 12 programs in the school to 
simplify and streamline program delivery. To this 
end, while considering the range of possible program 
structures, the project is focusing on the possibility 
for more shared courses and cross-discipline links: 
Future graduates in Media and Communication 
will need to be connected across disciplines 
and borders; specialised in a particular 
disciplinary area and well versed in working 
across disciplines; and able to make and do 
things, as refl ective critical thinkers. Overall, 
graduates need to be agile and change 
minded. The report recommends the move to 
streamlined program maps to enable continued 
specialisation, enhanced interdisciplinarity and 
internationalisation, greater use of capstone 
projects, and a diverse offering of Media and 
Communication courses available for students 
across programs. (Peterson & Hansen, 2012, p. 3)
There are clear synergies between the Belonging 
Project and MC2015. Both are concerned with the 
undergraduate student experience and the timing 
and structure of key points of transition. We have 
used MC2015 as an opportunity to try and embed 
some of our research fi ndings into the development 
of the new program structure and remain engaged in 
ongoing planning, as members of the Project Steering 
Committee. 
This report documents and evaluates the key 
initiatives we undertook during 2012:
1. Coordinated Orientation Week Activities
2. Cohort Day Out
3. Student Informal Spaces Initiative (SISI)
4. Academic Transition Initiatives
5. End of Year Festival of Events and Exhibitions 
(EOYF).
It concludes with a series of recommendations, as 










Diagram 2: MC2015 Review Project Model – ‘Belonging’ 
becomes central to an improved student experience 
through intentional curriculum design.

















































































































Diagram 3: Third generation model of FYE policy and 
practice (Kift, Nelson & Clarke; 2010).
As educators as well as researchers, we have adopted 
an action research methodology, informed by 
Kemmis (2007) and Greenwood, Whyte, and Harkavy 
(1993), allowing us to refl exively research our own 
institutional setting. We have also adopted a narrative 
approach, recognising that “stories are powerful 
tools in learning, because they are one of the most 
fundamental ways to order experiences and events” 
(Abma, 2000, p. 226). The contemporary university 
experience is increasingly fragmented, with students 
– particularly those from LSES backgrounds – 
spending less time on campus as they juggle a large 
number of responsibilities, among which their study 
is only one. In this environment, narrative becomes 
particularly valuable as a way to connect the range of 
disparate interactions students have with a university, 
and to give them a broader meaning: 
“stories are ways of organising experience, 
interpreting the events and creating meaning, 
while maintaining a sense of continuity” (Gola, 
2009, p. 337). 
However, there is another, more simple reason 
that made narrative methodology an obvious 
choice for us, given our disciplinary location and 
background: the telling of stories is grounded in our 
everyday practice as media practitioners and teachers. 
It also connects to students’ training as professional 
‘story tellers’ and enables them to contextualise 
their own experience as part of a broader narrative 
framework. 
Continuing with the approach that had worked 
well in Phase One, we adopted a range of qualitative 
methods to evaluate our initiatives that included 
focus groups, interviews, observation and the use of 
existing de-identifi ed data1. 
We chose to photograph and videorecord the 
School Welcome Events and refurbishment of the 
Student Atelier as part of our evaluation methods. We 
thought that an edited video compilation of student 
reactions to these initiatives would be the most 
meaningful proof that co-creating interventions to 
improve the student cohort experience was powerful 
and therefore worth it – especially to our School’s 
staff and students. 
We decided to analyse the fi rst year student 
lifecycle by reviewing existing data resulting from 
key academic and student administrative tasks 
associated to the School’s undergraduate lifecycle. 
This process allowed us to establish baseline data for 
our initiatives, so that we will be able to measure 
their impacts on the School’s student cohorts over 
time. Secondly, following Kift, Nelson and Clarke’s 
third generation approach to the FYE (2010), we 
wanted to understand what adverse impacts (if 
any) these ‘interventions’ had on the fi rst year 
student experience, and to establish potential 
risks – particularly preventable risks. When risks 
were identifi ed, we then tested the validity of these 
fi ndings by talking to staff. 
We plan to continue such analysis into Phase 
3 of our research, which will help us understand 
how to enhance the student experience of program 
completion and graduation. 
Please see Appendix 2 for more details on 
evaluation methods used for each initiative.
1 For instance; admissions and enrolment conversion rate 
data; retention and attrition data; public versions of Course 
Evaluation and Student Experience survey data; as well as 
committee proceedings. from the School’s undergraduate 
Student-Staff Committee Meetings and Student Progress 
Committee Meetings.
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Pilot initiatives: 
detail and analysis
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Initiative 1: Coordinated 
Orientation Week Activities
Background and Aims
Students in the focus groups reported a number of 
transition issues, both academic and social, including 
competition among their cohort, cliques, and a lack 
of social engagement with their peers. International 
students in particular struggled to connect with 
their peers outside of the classroom. Asked about 
orientation, students reported that they would be 
more likely to attend if told of its importance by 
senior students in their program, who themselves 
were more likely to recognise the importance of 
social connection and belonging to their success. 
One student remarked: 
“yeah, if they make it like ‘you have to come to this 
before your course starts, it’s really vital that you 
come to this’, I think it would be really benefi cial 
and you start familiarising yourself with the 
faces of people in your course that you’re going 
to be with for the next two or three years”. 
Given our Narrative Model’s focus on key points 
of transition, orientation was identifi ed early on 
as central to our efforts to improve the fi rst year 
experience, something that was confi rmed by 
Figure 2: Student Focus Group Sample 2 (2011) – Too cool for school: challenges to a student’s social transition to university.
the data from our student focus groups and staff 
workshops in 2011. 
A key recommendation arising from analysis of 
our 2011 research was that: ‘the School and programs 
work together to develop an improved, coordinated, 
holistic approach to orientation, in consultation with 
key University services.’ 
The aim was to create a positive, welcoming 
foundation experience whereby all new students, 
regardless of their background, could begin to engage 
with their program cohort, within a broader School 
and University environment. 
In order to achieve this, we aimed to replace 
existing ad-hoc efforts with a better-coordinated whole-
of-school approach, in which best practice models were 
understood and recognised, and the processes necessary 
to achieve them became part of core business. 
We adopted four initiatives that together made up 
our overall coordinated approach to orientation: 
1. Program Orientation Sessions (revised existing 
initiative)
2. School Welcome Events (revised existing initiative)
3. Orientation Passport (new initiative)
4. Student Informal Spaces Initiative (new initiative)
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We aimed to implement these Coordinated 
Orientation Week Activities for both Semesters 1 and 
2 of the Higher Education academic calendar year, as 
an important fi nding from our 2011 research was that 
students entering programs mid-year (Semester 2) 
did not feel welcomed to the School and would have 
strongly benefi ted from some kind of orientation 
activity. This corroborated evidence from our years 
of experience as academics and administrators: 
that students entering mid-year were more likely to 
experience transition issues and be academically ‘at 
risk’ than cohort peers who commenced at the start 
of the year. 
Process
Program Orientation Sessions
In order to foster a more coordinated, school-wide 
approach to orientation, we began by focusing on 
Program Orientation Sessions. Ideally, each program 
holds an orientation session for commencing students 
during the University’s Orientation Week.2 While this 
is best practice, in reality there exists a huge variation 
between different Program Orientation Sessions, as 
well as an overall lack of information shared around 
what individual programs do in their sessions. 
2 Program Orientation Sessions serve a different purpose 
to the enrolment information sessions held earlier in the 
year; the latter are about course selection.
We encouraged all programs to hold a Program 
Orientation Session, as a number had not regularly 
done so in the past, and to hold these events early 
in O-Week, in order to allow students to make some 
social connections at the program cohort level before 
the School Welcome event and the University’s ‘Big 
O-Day’. We also asked staff to encourage students 
to attend the School Welcome, which we helped 
redesign, as outlined below. Importantly, we also 
discussed with staff the purpose of the Program 
Orientation Session: both in relation to the other 
events that combine to make up the student 
transition experience, and why it is of central 
importance to student transition as the fi rst chance 
for students to make social connections within the 
program cohort they will be working with for the 
next three years. 
In order to help staff to conceive of this event 
differently, we sought the assistance of Ruth Moeller 
(Senior Advisor, Learning and Teaching from the 
College of Design and Social Context), to work with 
us on the design and delivery of a training package 
for all undergraduate Program Directors, First Year 
Academic Advisors and Course Coordinators, as 
well as Orientation Coordinators in the School. The 
training package was designed to demonstrate a 
range of ‘ice breaker and transition teaser’ strategies 
that staff could implement at orientation or during 
Figure 3: Staff Workshop 3 Sample 1 (2011) – Student transition trigger points tracked against key university dates.
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the fi rst few weeks of each semester in core courses – 
either formally or informally. We demonstrated how 
to help students (and their program staff ) make better 
connections to other cohort peers through the shared 
activity of telling stories to break down differences 
and assumptions, as well as to assist students project 
outward confi dence and listening, and to begin the 
process of internationalisation in the classroom by 
foregrounding the diversity of cohorts. 
School Welcome Event(s) 
Alongside the Program Orientation Session, we also 
promoted the importance of the School Welcome 
Event to staff and students, by presenting it as a 
separate, yet equally central event in the student 
transition experience. We aimed to reinvigorate the 
existing School Welcome Event by making it more 
dynamic and relevant for both commencing students 
and the staff supporting their transition to university. 
Based on our 2011 research with staff and students, 
we changed the Semester 1 School Welcome from 
a formal staff-led occasion (with staff dressed in 
resplendent academic gowns) to a more personable, 
inspiring yet informative student-led event. We also 
introduced a similar if smaller Semester 2 School 
Welcome with a focus on articulating students. 
Aside from a brief welcome from the Dean, 
and the coordinating efforts of the School 
Communications Offi cer (supported by our team), the 
events were entirely student-led. A student MC hosted 
each event, introducing student speakers who shared 
their experiences of a range of curricular and extra-
curricular activities including: the School’s ESL tutors; 
opportunities to get involved in student radio, TV 
and magazine production; study abroad options; and 
opportunities through the student union. 
The events started with a promotional video of 
student work, which aimed to: inspire students; to 
communicate the range of disciplines in the school 
and the sorts of work they produce; and to plant 
the seeds of future interdisciplinary connections in 
students’ minds. We worked with a graduate of the 
Media program to develop the video, which has since 
been re-used in subsequent iterations of the event. 
Orientation Passport and Competition
We learnt from our student focus groups that 
commencing students lack confi dence around key 
academic skills and face a range of personal and social 
challenges upon the transition to university (refer 
to our previous report, 2011 Report. Phase 1: Planting 
the Seeds. However, they reported a lack of awareness 
about which university services could assist them 
with these challenges. Given the extra-curricular 
nature of these services, many are not promoted in 
classes or by program teaching and professional staff 
– or, if they are, the message is not well timed and so 
is often missed by students. 
In order to tackle these challenges, we developed 
the concept of an orientation ‘passport’ consisting of 
a number of challenge questions relating to Student 
Services and the RMIT Libraries. We worked with a 
team of fi nal year students in the Communication 
Design program to design the passport artwork. 
We also worked with staff from within the School, 
Student Services and RMIT Libraries to design 
challenge questions. The Orientation Passport was 
distributed to students at their program orientation 
sessions, completed over the following days – 
hopefully with a new friend from their program 
– and returned at the School Welcome event, where 
entrants were eligible for prizes including an iPad. 
Student Informal Spaces Initiative (SISI)
The refurbishment of a key informal student space, 
the Student Atelier, was another stand-alone initiative 
for 2012, described in more detail as Initiative 3 
(page 35). 
To ensure that the refurbished Student Atelier 
space was introduced to commencing students as 
part of orientation, we encouraged staff to hold 
orientation events or include a tour of the Student 
Atelier as part of their Program Orientation Sessions. 
We also paid for a coffee cart to set up in the space 
on four days across the fi rst two weeks of semester. 
Coffee vouchers were attached to the Orientation 
Passport, and extra vouchers were left at reception for 
students who had missed out. Table tops made from 
plywood were accompanied by prompts encouraging 
students to draw on the tables as they wish and make 
the space their own. 
The Student Atelier space before refurbishment (2011).
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Results and Analysis
Program Orientation Sessions
Our attempt to change the approach to Program 
Orientation Sessions within our School by introducing 
a more coordinated approach was successful. In 
Semester 1, every single program conducted a 
Program Orientation Session – an increase of two 
programs from the previous year – and ten of the 
eleven undergraduate programs scheduled orientation 
sessions before the School Welcome Event.
We interviewed students at the School Welcome 
and at the University’s ‘Big O-Day’ event, to ask them 
about their Orientation Week experiences, including 
their Program Orientation Sessions, and gauge their 
confi dence levels. The feedback was overwhelmingly 
positive, with most students commenting on the 
social benefi ts of attending their session. Students 
reported that they found their teachers welcoming, 
and enjoyed making new friends with common 
interests. For instance, one student remarked: “I got 
to meet a lot of people who were interested in the 
same thing I was”. Another student commented that 
getting the time to meet their cohort before classes 
began was a valuable transition experience, given that 
they will be spending a lot of time with them over the 
coming three years. 
In a one-on-one interview about orientation and 
transition, one Program Director we spoke to outlined 
their Program’s Orientation Session, and the way in 
which orientation activities are embedded into class 
time in order to “assist in making [students] feel 
welcome, making them feel at ease, making them 
understand that the people who are going to guide 
them know exactly how they feel”.
However, we did face a number of continuing 
blockers that limited our ability to implement this 
initiative, as well as to adequately track and evaluate 
its success. Despite our best efforts to communicate 
the importance of orientation, we were limited in 
our capacity to access basic information from staff 
about their past and present orientation practices. 
For instance, it was not always easy or possible to fi nd 
out who the orientation coordinators were in each 
program, what happened during Program Orientation 
Sessions (and why), whether any changes had been 
made to the format of sessions of over time, and 
details of the budget allocation for orientation in each 
program. Overall, we observed staff resistance to: 
locking in the timing for the events and sharing their 
format and content, as well as to the idea of using 
orientation activities to anticipate and address broader 
transition issues. Under time pressure, staff often 
defaulted to previous practice and last minute planning. 
In an attempt to address these issues we propose 
the introduction of a number of new leadership roles 
within the School through the establishment of an 
Orientation and Transition Coordination Team (see 
Recommendation 1 on page x, and Appendix 1). We 
are hoping that by adopting this approach we will 
start to embed the principle identifi ed by Sally Kift as 
a key to sustainability in this area: 
Building on this ground-up approach, a model 
for institutional action may then be promoted, 
which can focus commitment to an enduring FYE 
culture as an institutional priority that is, both 
in rhetoric and reality, “everybody’s business”. 
(Kift, 2008, p. 2) 
We experienced similar success in our staff 
development efforts. We invited staff from all 
eleven undergraduate programs to participate in an 
‘Icebreakers and Transition Teasers Workshop’, which 
was delivered in the week prior to Orientation Week 
of Semester 1, 2012: 20 staff participated from nine School of Media and Communication students: ‘Big O-Day’ 
(2012).
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programs. Evidence from staff and students indicates 
that this intervention was well timed and pitched, 
with many programs subsequently implementing 
ice breakers and transition teasers in the Program 
Orientation Sessions. 
Less successful, however, were efforts to encourage 
staff to embed these strategies either formally or 
informally into their curriculum. We were aware 
of only two programs initiating strategies they had 
learned into the core fi rst year courses or in Cohort 
Day Out activities in Week 3 of semester. Our College’s 
Senior Advisor, L&T (SALT) reported that no staff 
took up her offer of help to embed any activities 
within their courses during the online course guide 
update periods. We are also not aware of any course 
amendments arising as a direct result of this initiative. 
School Welcome
Around 370 students (out of a commencing 
undergraduate cohort of approximately 1,030) 
attended the welcome event. Students were 
overwhelmingly positive in their feedback about 
the session. In brief interviews, they reported feeling 
more at ease and ready to begin their studies after the 
session, with one saying: “I feel a lot more settled…
it makes it real. It’s happening and I’m excited”. 
Another student commented that the session made 
her feel more comfortable: “I’m so much more 
prepared…I was feeling really nervous, now I’m 
super comfortable, super ready”. The student MC 
was well received, and students were inspired and 
motivated by the range of activities on offer to them: 
“I thought it was so informative, I’m so excited about 
SYN and Catalyst and everything!”3 One student 
noted with enthusiasm the diverse range of fi elds 
represented in the Media and Communication video, 
demonstrating that the message about the benefi ts of 
3 SYN (Student Youth Network) is a community radio station 
for young people (its members must be aged 12–25). 
It has a long history with RMIT and so many students 
become involved, particularly those working in media 
disciplines within our School. Similarly, Catalyst is the 
RMIT student publication, operated by the student union, 
but often edited by students from the School of Media and 
Communication. 
Senior student discussion panel – An informal approach. 
Mid-Year Welcome Session (August, 2012).
The Student Atelier space – The hub of student transition 
activities: Mid-year School Welcome (2012).
Students mingle at the School Welcome Session 
(March, 2012).
Free food: a great social facilitator at the School Welcome 
events.
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the interdisciplinary nature of the School was clearly 
communicated and well received. 
Subsequently, we conducted a focus group with 
nine members of staff – academic and professional, 
including program directors, fi rst year coordinators 
and the school academic services coordinator – to 
discuss their approach to orientation and to gather 
feedback on the changes implemented through our 
initiatives. We also conducted a number of one-on-one 
interviews with key staff whom were unable to attend 
the focus group session. The data gathered from these 
interviews demonstrated not only the strengths of our 
initiatives, but also the continuing challenges faced in 
the change management process.
Staff agreed that the less formal School Welcome 
was an improvement on the previous event. As one 
participant commented, “I think that that shift to 
actually making it student led was really, really key”. 
Another remarked that “it’s a really strong idea, 
[it’s] of benefi t and it’s worthwhile pursuing and 
continuing”. Participants also pointed out some of the 
fl aws in implementation that still need to be ironed 
out in future iterations. For instance, one indicated 
that the delivery by the student speakers was not 
always clear and targeted, indicating that better 
briefi ng is required. Another suggested that despite 
the challenges students might face when speaking 
at such a large event, it is a valuable opportunity for 
those who are asked to challenge themselves. 
Other staff suggested that the program of speakers 
was ‘information overload’ at an early stage in the 
student experience: “what they hear is blah, blah, 
blah, University, blah, blah, blah, get involved, blah, 
blah, blah”. However it was mostly agreed that: “little 
things will stick” so that students will remember at 
least one key message that is relevant to them. 
This broad discussion elicited an interesting 
debate about the need for an orientation event that 
brings students together as part of a wider school 
community, or whether students only need to 
connect to their program cohorts at this early stage in 
their student experience. One participant argued that 
the school is an organisational body that matters only 
to staff, and not students: 
The school is the school. It’s about RMIT. It’s 
about pooling resources. I don’t think it matters 
to students and I think it’s sort of an uphill and 
not necessarily that useful battle to get students 
feeling they belong to the school to be honest, we 
would be much better concentrating our efforts 
at the program level.
However, others believed that the School brings 
together students with a wider cohort that shares 
common experiences. As this participant noted, while 
students do identify primarily with their program 
identity and cohort, the school provides a form of 
broader affi liation that resonates with previous 
educational experiences: 
I think it’s very true that students identify with 
their programs. The thing about the School as 
well is – because a lot of them have just come 
from [high] school, especially at the start of the 
year – so being together in a big auditorium is a 
familiar experience. So even if they don’t identify 
with what we call a ‘school’, I think they do have 
a sense of being together with a whole bunch 
of different cohorts because that’s really where 
they’ve come from. So I think that’s a pretty 
important orientating activity.
While reinforcing the proposed new approach to 
orientation and transition for the most part, our focus 
group research uncovered some of the attitudes held 
by staff wary of or resistant to such change. To seek 
to address these issues, it became clear that we would 
need to begin to work strategically with the School’s 
Learning and Teaching Committee.
Orientation Passports
Of the 1,000 Orientation Passports printed and 
600 distributed, 4.3% passports were returned at 
the School Welcome Event and 2.4% were eligible 
for the competition draw. These numbers indicate 
problems in the design and communication of 
the passport concept. For instance, while students 
responded well to the ‘look’ of the passport, there was 
confusion around competition rules and eligibility 
requirements, which could be partly attributed to the 
passport layout as well as to a lack of program staff 
confi dence or ‘buy-in’ when explaining the passport 
concept to students. Similarly, only 7.2% students 
redeemed free drinks from our coffee cart trial in the 
Student Atelier during fi rst three weeks of Semester 
One, with many not even realising that there was a 
coffee voucher attached to their passport. 
Whether because of design, communication or 
both, students did not engage with the passport as 
had been hoped. This was confi rmed both by student 
interviews and the fact that no discernible increase 
in contact with RMIT libraries or Student Services 
was reported throughout Orientation Week. Given 
the range of activities on offer during O-Week, the 
passport was not a key priority for students at that 
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time, reinforcing that what students really need is ‘just 
in time’ information, support and access to services. 
In other words, students are less likely to learn about 
something until they need it. The passport was not 
used again in semester two, 2012, although there has 
been ongoing discussion within the School and at the 
university level about developing an application for 
mobile devices that would serve a similar function. 
Student Informal Space Initiative (SISI)
The refurbishment of the Student Atelier space 
was a great success – overall, as well as for student 
transition. We observed a signifi cant increase in 
numbers of students using the space throughout 
2012, in part due to a similarly signifi cant increase in 
numbers of students being introduced to the space as 
a result of their Program Orientation Session. We also 
observed a marked increase in students across all year 
levels making cross-program connections in their use 
of the space. These results are outlined in more detail 
in the discussion of the SISI initiative further on (refer 
to page X [Initiative 3]). 
Further Information:
Appendix 3: Coordinated Orientation Week Initiative 
– 2012 Case Study Report
Online Video Evaluation Packages: 
• ‘School Orientation 2012’
• ‘School Welcome Promotional Video’




Recommendation 1 (School level)
That schools defi ne and create fractional allocations 
of leadership to existing staff positions as a team of 
dedicated Orientation and Transition Coordinators. 
(See Recommendation 6.3 and Appendix 1 for more 
detail.)
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Initiative 2: Cohort Day Out
Background and Aims
Most students in our focus groups wanted transition 
activities that blended course work with the 
social aspects. A number of students, particularly 
internationals, craved an off campus experience to 
cement social bonds among their cohort. Students 
in studio-based courses generally commented that 
group work was effective at breaking down any early 
cliques: 
“doing group work straight off was really good 
because you’re surrounded with like-minded 
people, you don’t really fi nd people that you 
dislike, because it’s such a small group and 
because everyone has kind of similar interests”. 
The concept of the ‘Cohort Day Out’ emerged through 
workshops we conducted with undergraduate 
program staff in the School of Media and 
Communication in 2011. 
From the fi rst workshop, staff expressed a strong 
desire to implement intensive student cohort building 
activities across the School’s programs. They also 
believed that these activities should occur early on in 
a student’s transition to university life. Staff felt that 
such cohort activities would better harness diversity 
in the classroom, but also facilitate the development 
of:
• “A sense of belonging that changes over time as 
assumptions are challenged”
• Professional identity which is tied to reputation 
and kudos
• Peer-to-peer critiquing skills 
• Collaboration skills
• Shared cohort aspirations
• Student engagement with staff and industry
Workshop participants raised ideas for various 
activities across the academic year. These ranged 
from one-day intensives around project work, to 
industry days and off-campus ‘camps’ with assessable 
outcomes. Participants came up with a ‘blue sky’ 
ideal: an un-timetabled week of activities early 
in the fi rst year experience (ideally around Week 
3 or 4), where basic skills and literacies could be 
developed through a series of events involving 
staff and students of the School. (A similar concept 
–‘Week Seven: Learning Across Boundaries’ – has 
now been implemented on the new Yale/NUS campus 
in Singapore: see http://www.yale-nus.edu.sg/index.php/
learning/week-seven.html). Finally, the concept of the 
Cohort Day Out emerged as an achievable fi rst step 
towards such formally structured off-campus cohort 
activities.
Thereafter, we aimed to work with key programs 
to trial an off-campus activity made available for the 
program cohort through a core course that linked 
the formal and informal curriculum. This could take 
the form of a fun activity designed to build social 
connections and embed academic literacies. Ideally, 
these activities would be tied to an assessment task to 
encourage maximum student engagement. 
In 2012, we piloted the Cohort Day Out with two 
undergraduate programs, Photography and Creative 
Writing.
Case Study 1: Photography
Process
First year students from the program participated in 
a ‘Cohort Day Out’ activity at Hanging Rock as part 
of their coursework for Digital Imaging (COSC2372), 
a core fi rst year course. As the program was trialling 
a student mentoring initiative, second year student 
mentors were also invited to attend.
Figure 4: Student Focus Group Sample 3 (2011) – Challenges 
to a student’s academic transition to university.
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The BA Photography program offers specialisations 
in three areas: portraiture, landscape and commercial 
photography. Hanging Rock was chosen as an iconic 
Victorian tourist destination, renowned for its 
inspirational landscape. 
The activity was held in Week 3, replacing 
scheduled on-campus lectures and workshops. The 
day operated in part as a series of open-air tutorials, 
which also allowed students extended time to both 
interact with staff and go off on their own either 
in pairs or as part of a larger group. They were 
encouraged to apply demonstrated portraiture and 
landscape photography techniques in situ. Students 
also had extended time to relate to each other as well 
as staff on a social level, notably during a barbecue 
lunch, bushwalk (more photo opportunities) and on 
the return train trip. 
Results and Analysis 
Of the 90 students enrolled in the course, 50 attended 
the Cohort Day Out, a proportion of the cohort that 
might have been higher if the activity had been 
more thoroughly embedded in the course and its 
assessment tasks. 
On the train trip to Macedon, students seemed 
very excited. Most said that they did not have any 
expectations about the day but were mainly looking The Photography Program Cohort Day Out (2012) – The open-air tutorial experience.
Figure 5: Staff Workshop 3 Sample 2 (2011) – Mapping the Cohort Day Out against the academic calendar to enhance 
student transition.
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forward to going somewhere they hadn’t been before 
with their classmates, spending more time getting to 
know their teachers, getting tips for their assignment 
and taking photos with others. A few students said 
that their program director’s enthusiasm for the 
day was motivational, while for many, the technical 
demonstration of a large format camera was the 
draw card. Interestingly when asked why they chose 
to apply to the Photography program, most students 
spoke about “the need to develop confi dence and 
skills to share and talk about my own work”, but 
none made the explicit connection between this 
simple pre-enrolment ambition and their reason for 
attending the day’s activity.
Overall, staff and students seemed very friendly, 
jocular and engaged. Students were observed to 
have formed distinct friendship groupings since 
Orientation Week. The international students 
congregated in two groupings according to gender 
(many arrived in Week 1, after formal orientation 
activities). 
We interviewed both a Co-Program Director and 
the Course Coordinator about the results of the 
Cohort Day Out and they reported that they were 
happy with the way the day ran. Specifi cally, they 
felt that the objectives of encouraging students “to 
be relaxed and have fun, mingle and bond” and to 
improve relationships between staff and students 
had been achieved. The program is planning to run 
another event next year; indeed would like to see it 
happen each semester. Ideally, staff would like the 
event to be extended to a three day camp, but staffi ng 
and the timetable for second and third year students 
makes this logistically diffi cult, requiring the support 
of all program staff. Staff interviewed also commented 
that they would like to build on the success of the 
fi rst year event to develop a cross-program event in 
second year (aligning with The Belonging Project 
Narrative Model).
This Cohort Day Out was declared a success by 
program staff and provided students with a fun off-
campus activity and opportunities to improve social 
connections with their program peers and staff. 
However, our interview data suggests that more work 
could be done to more explicitly embed such a cohort 
activity within the curriculum.
Case Study 2: Creative Writing
Process
First year undergraduate Creative Writing students 
participated in a Cohort Day Out as part of their 
curriculum for the Telling Stories (COMM2389) course, 
in Week 3 of fi rst semester. The self-paced 1–2 hour 
outing, replacing a lecture, led students off campus 
and to the nearby Queen Victoria Market.
The activity had multiple aims, chief among which 
was to build stronger cohort bonds and to limit the 
possibility of cliques forming, which according to 
teaching staff have had a negative impact on senior 
cohorts in the program. The teaching staff also hoped 
the activity would encourage students: to develop 
confi dence and the ability to share and critique 
work; to develop strategies to generate ideas; and to 
improve individual and collaborative problem-solving 
skills. Above all, it was meant to be a fun activity for 
both students and staff during what can be a stressful 
time of semester. 
On the day of the activity, students met at a 
central point on-campus where they were briefed 
about the aims and logistics of the activity. They 
formed groups of 3–4 mixing Melbourne locals 
and students who had relocated from the country, 
interstate or overseas. Each group was given $5 petty 
cash (funded by the Belonging Project in this instance) 
The Creative Writing Program Cohort Day Out (2012) – 
An urban experience.
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before heading to the market in order to purchase 
objects responding to three briefs. Students were 
asked to use the money provided to purchase an item 
that “whispers a story”, or could choose to pool their 
resources and buy a more expensive item as a group. 
These items were then to be brought back to class 
to be displayed, and creative responses written and 
shared with classmates.
The Cohort Day Out worked alongside a number 
of other activities to encourage practices around work 
sharing, critique and workshopping, as well as to 
assist students make social connections. For instance, 
in the fi rst week of class, the lecturer set an activity 
requiring students to document their work space and 
discuss their work in class. The next week, she picked 
the best three and showed them to the class in the 
lecture. The lecturer reported that when students 
realised that the best work was being showed in class, 
more and more students started doing the extra tasks 
even though they were non-assessed. The lecturer 
capitalised on this by asking students to respond to 
the two entries after their entry and write a critique 
that involved one positive comment about what 
they liked, and one suggestion of how to improve 
it. Students were very respectful in their critique, 
demonstrating that early work on embedding 
expectations around critique had been successful. 
Results and Analysis 
The Creative Writing program offered an example 
of how a suite of cohort building activities could 
be embedded to extend the transition principles of 
orientation across the fi rst academic year, so as to 
develop and reinforce a sense of community among 
students. What was most successful was the way 
in which the activity worked as one of a number 
of continuing cohort building initiatives that were 
embedded into the curriculum. Staff identifi ed that 
early in the fi rst semester of fi rst year was a key time 
to catch students before cliques formed, as well as to 
introduce clear expectations and practices around work 
sharing and critique. As one academic commented: 
That’s why I’m trying so hard with these fi rst 
year, fi rst semester students, because when I 
taught the second semester students [last year], 
it was almost like the moment had passed 
for them to get over their nerves about [work 
sharing and critique], because they said that 
[…] in the classes, they hadn’t been doing any 
workshopping […]or if they were, it was to 
mixed results.
On the micro-level, one problem with the 
organisation of the Cohort Day Out was the way the 
groups were assigned. While the careful grouping 
of students from a mix of backgrounds encouraged 
students to make new connections, they also cut 
across tutorial groups, so that students weren’t 
working with their group mates after the initial 
exercise. And while groups could be organised around 
tutorial groups in future, this would eliminate some 
of the possibilities for broader cohort connections, so 
it was agreed that this requires further consideration. 
It is indicative of the success of this Cohort 
Day Out that in second semester students began 
demanding their next excursion. The program staff 
accepted the challenge and decided to plan another 
event, albeit not an excursion. This time, the event 
was an after-hours, on-campus social event based 
around work done in class called Creative Readings – 
essentially an ‘open mic’ night for all students in the 
Creative Writing Program. 
The Photography Program Cohort Day Out (2012) – Problem solving at the Queen Victoria Market.
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The second semester Creative Readings event 
helped build a sense of community among the 
program cohort, particularly among the fi rst years 
who had already participated in the Cohort Day Out. 
When interviewed about the impact of the various 
cohort activities, the creative writing First Year 
Coordinator commented on the benefi ts of the sense 
of community they helped to build for the students: 
this idea of the community and developing a cohort 
community, or a program community […] helps to 
kind of liven up the atmosphere. […] I feel a lot of 
the students […] they have a lot of problems and 
personal issues and they feel quite disconnected 
from the community. Or personal life takes over. 
Because they can just prioritise certain things like 
assessment and […] just not come in at all.
The First Year Coordinator further commented 
that the various activities had introduced students 
to the important idea that their classmates are the 
fi rst professional connections they will make, and 
that working with them is a key step to building 
up their sense of professional confi dence. The First 
Year Coordinator also emphasised that the events 
are about fostering a sense of engagement through 
having fun, so that the students know “that there are 
other things, other than just assessment that they 
can think about, and engage in and have fun with. 
Its kind of another outlet, outside of the classroom to 
engage the students”. 
Overall Results and Analysis: 
Cohort Day Out 
Analysis of these case studies suggests that Cohort 
Day Out activities can have a signifi cant impact 
on building a sense of cohort in a program, with 
the added benefi t of being cost effective and easy 
to organise. For instance, while the First Year 
Coordinator in Creative Writing wondered out loud 
about the possibility of doing a camp, or a larger-
scale excursion, ultimately she was confi dent that a 
series of cheaper, more regular events would be just 
as effective: “Creative Writing has no money …[but] 
$200 goes a long way. A bus trip and a camp – 
it might not necessarily do as much as a series of 
events throughout the year”. 
Staff also commented on the way in which Cohort 
Day Out activities contributed to building up a sense 
of disciplinary identity for the students, which is 
particularly relevant in a creative arts discipline such 
as creative writing or photography. 
Recommendations Arising
Recommendation 2.1 (Program Level)
That program and course design for fi rst year core 
program courses should embed formal and informal 
cohort building activities, such as a Cohort Day Out 
within the fi rst three weeks of a semester, and that it 
is critical that these be tracked and evaluated through 
the Program Annual Review (PAR).
Recommendation 2.2 (Program Level)
That Program Directors, First Year Academic Advisors 
and fi rst year teaching staff consider, design and 
implement the Cohort Day Out as part of a sequence 
of activities, beginning with orientation, and 
continuing across the year as part of transition 
and a whole-of-program fi rst year pedagogy. 
Recommendation 2.3 (School/College Level)
That support, in the form of targeted professional 
development and budget allocation is provided to 
program staff to better develop and embed Cohort 
Day Out initiatives (or similar) into the curriculum. 
This process should involve the recommended new 
Orientation and Transition Coordination team (refer 
to Appendix 1).
Small, unsupervised group interactions – Proof of early 
cliques.
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Initiative 3: Student 
Informal Spaces 
Background and Aims
We asked students in the focus groups, “Do you 
ever use the Atelier space down on level two?” The 
response was: “The what?” Students who were aware 
of the space reported that it was underutilised and 
unwelcoming, while others weren’t aware of its 
existence, and many were uncertain who ‘owned’ 
the space and whether they were allowed to use it. 
Those that did use it described it as “cold”, “sterile”, 
and “a waste of space”. Many students said they 
would appreciate a more inviting space that they 
could feel a sense of ownership over, one that fi lls 
the gap between the library (used for private study) 
and nearby public spaces such as cafés and shopping 
centres (used for group work and socialising). 
We aimed to refurbish an existing but under-
utilised student space on campus, the Student Atelier 
space on Level 2 of RMIT’s Building 9, creating a 
space belonging to students for the range of informal 
activities they engage in on campus including: private 
study, group work, socialising, preparing meals and 
running a range of cohort events, including student-
led exhibitions and industry events. We intended that 
the space would become a cultural hub of the School, 
a place where students could connect with staff and 
other university services, rather than a ‘rumpus room’ 
solely for student use. Students would be engaged in 
the refurbishment processes as co-creators, providing 
feedback and recommendations, and, where 
appropriate, assisting with the redesign. The room’s 
fi ttings should ideally be ‘temporary’ and ‘rough and 
ready’, so students feel they have ownership over 
the fi nishing touches and can evolve the space to 
their needs. Essential amenities include a kitchenette 
(microwave, sink, hot water tap), vending machines, 
lockers and adequate power points for laptops. Tables 
and chairs should be comfortable, light, and in 
confi gurations adaptable to a range of needs. Multiple 
‘zones’ allow for a range of uses, while some larger 
tables encourage informal social interactions.
Process
In January 2012 we began refurbishments, using a 
process of co-creation with former and current RMIT 
students. We employed a graduate of RMIT’s Interior 
Design program, to come up with a ‘temporary’4 
design for the interior that would respond to feedback 
from students, but at low cost and within a tight 
time frame. We also employed three fi nal year 
Communication Design students to design a visual 
identity and branding for the space, as well as to add 
some design fi nishes to walls and table tops. We were 
very pleased to have provided such a meaningful and 
rich work-integrated learning opportunity to these 
undergraduates, and gratefully received their generous, 
honest feedback about this and other 2012 initiatives.
Results and Analysis 
Completion of the refurbishment took longer than 
anticipated. The drawn-out process of gaining 
the necessary approvals from Property Services 
highlighted the need for increased dialogue and 
cultural understanding about supporting the student 
experience holistically across the university.
Notwithstanding this, the student response to 
the refurbishment of the space was overwhelmingly 
positive. We fi rst spoke to students about the Student 
Atelier redesign during Orientation Week in March 
2012 – through informal one-on-one and small 
group interviews to camera in the space – about 
midway through refurbishments. Despite the space 
still carrying vestiges of its original, stark white 
design, students were positive about the fi rst steps 
towards refurbishment, as this students’ feedback 
4 One constraint on the project was that any refurbishments 
needed to be ‘temporary’ and removable so as to work 
within requirements not to damage or change the 
architecture.
 The Student Atelier space before refurbishment (2011).
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indicates: “I think it’s transformed amazingly. It’s a 
huge improvement on what it used to be”. Another 
student commented: “there’s a lot more life to it 
– it was just this big white quiet room before, and 
now, I don’t know, there’s a lot more possibilities”. 
However, students recognised that there was more 
to be done with the space. They wanted more colour, 
graphics and wall decorations: “I think it’ll look cool 
when everyone starts adding their own touch to it, 
that’ll make it look a bit more full. It’s a bit bare at 
the moment”. They also wanted more tables and 
chairs and urged caution in allowing the design to 
overwhelm the purpose of the space, suggesting that 
we “don’t go overboard” decorating the space with 
plants (which were placed on tables and hanging 
from a net divider in the room), and always keep it 
primarily as a functional workspace. 
The Belonging Project team returned to the 
Student Atelier space again in September 2012, once 
the refurbishment was complete, to further evaluate 
this initiative. Again, we approached students who 
were using the space at the time for informal one-on-
one or small group interviews, asking them how they 
found out about the space, how they used it, their 
thoughts on it, and whether they had any suggestions 
for improvement or general feedback. 
A number of students reported fi nding out 
about the space at orientation: others through word 
of mouth from friends and fellow-students. “It is 
fairly spoken about” one student told us, while 
many international students told us that they were 
introduced to the space through student peers.
Students liked the DIY feel of the fi nishes, and 
the fact that they could write on the table tops as 
they pleased: “What drew me towards it was just that 
people could write all over the tables, just a small 
little thing like that drew me to it.” One student 
refl ected that this made the room feel more lived in 
than it had previously: “it’s a bit more homely when 
things have graffi ti on them. I love the fact that we 
can draw on these things”. Students also suggested 
that the room was fulfi lling its aim of encouraging 
cross-disciplinary links: “everyone just talks to each 
other and everyone’s just got the same kind of 
interests – it’s a lot more vibrant”. 
Engaging students across the range of degrees 
represented in the School and geographically 
dispersed across the many buildings of the city 
campus remains a challenge. On the one hand, 
evidence from Student Staff Consultative Committees 
(SSCC) minutes suggested that Media program 
students love the space but feel like external students 
are using it and making it too busy. On the other, 
students in the Animation program (based in an 
adjoining building) said that they are still not using 
the space because they are either unaware of it or 
feel intimidated to do so. However they did express 
a desire to meet other students in the School, 
which points to the challenges of communicating 
with the large and diverse student cohort within 
this multi-sited school. It also confi rms the logic 
in The Belonging Project Narrative Model, as some 
students remain too shy to go beyond their program 
boundaries, demonstrating the need for further 
activities embedded in courses and programs that 
support ‘safe’ interdisciplinary collaborations. 
Student comments suggest that the Student 
Atelier now fi lls a gap between the formality of the 
library and the informality of public space: “having a 
space that’s not the library, that we can come to and 
be as loud as we like and do our group work is really 
important and integral to us succeeding”.
The co-creation process of the refurbishment 
was also successful, with one student reporting that: 
“coming in here is quite communal, it feels like it’s 
the students’, like we own this place.” But students 
Enlisting students as co-creators was crucial to the success 
of the Student Atelier space refurbishment.
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still want more tables and chairs, more lockers, 
and commented that space is often at a premium, 
particularly for group work scenarios. This feedback, 
along with the continuing challenges of engaging a 
dispersed student body in a very large school, suggests 
that another informal student space is needed. 
However, with many program cohorts also expressing 
the desire through SSCCs for a space of ‘their own’ (a 
desire which might not be feasible for the university 
to resource), another challenge remains the need 
to communicate with students about the existence 
and purpose of shared spaces in the School, ideally 
by embedding their use in transition and curricular 
activities. 
Further Information:





Recommendation 3.1 (University/School Level)
That the physical environment of a school should 
include informal student spaces to encourage a sense 
of belonging, as well as interdisciplinary and cross-
year collaborations. 
Recommendation 3.2 (School Level)
That the design and refurbishment of student spaces 
is undertaken using a process of co-creation; making 
use of student feedback, and engaging students in the 
redesign where possible.
Recommendation 3.3 (School/Program Level)
That a strategy is developed for engaging students in 
these spaces that promotes the purposeful use of the 
space for key transition and cohort activities.
The Student Atelier space (2012) – From bare white box to 24/7 hub of activity.
38 The Belonging Project Report 2012
Initiative 4: Academic 
Transition Initiatives
Background and Aims
Despite existing orientation and transition programs 
and activities, fi rst year students in our focus groups 
still demonstrated diffi culties with the transition 
to a university learning environment, commenting 
on the contrast with their high school experiences: 
fewer contact hours, less time with teaching staff 
and less feedback from teachers, fewer ‘drafts’, and 
uncertainty around assessment. The view that: “we’re 
trying to please the teachers rather than trying to 
have our own work” was not uncommon, particularly 
among international cohorts. First year students also 
reported diffi culty managing their expectations of the 
workload and self-directed approach to learning: 
“I heard uni was an absolute bludge and that it 
was awesome, it was going to be great but we’d 
get heaps of work […] but it’s more the out of 
class work that builds up so a lot of stuff that has 
to be done that we don’t get time for in class”. 
Preliminary work with staff in our School 
indicated that many were unaware of the range of 
University Student Services and resources available 
to assist staff – not just students – with their teaching 
and learning, particularly strategies and skills around 
supporting academic transition to university. 
 The aim of the Academic Transition Initiative 
was to engage the range of university services and 
to connect with staff and students in our School to 
improve the delivery of ‘just in time’ advice, support, 
and resources. We worked with the University’s 
Study and Learning Centre (SLC), the Coordinator of 
the Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS) program, our 
School Library Liaison Offi cers, and our School ESL 
tutors. 
Process
We developed strategies to foster informal, low-
cost, face-to-face meetings with key areas of Student 
Services that were open to all School staff.
The Student Learning Centre (SLC)
The SLC is a University-wide resource for both 
teaching staff and students. For students, it offers: 
a free drop-in learning centre; targeted academic 
skills workshops; and a substantial online learning 
lab, including program-specifi c modules and English 
language resources. The SLC also consults with 
academic staff in the development of academic 
literacies in programs.
We initially met with representatives from the 
SLC to assess their interest in working more closely 
with our School. They reported that while students 
are good at self-initiating contact, particularly with 
the highly popular drop-in learning centre, many staff 
members are unaware that they too can make use 
of SLC resources. SLC staff were keen to collaborate 
with teaching staff on key academic literacies or 
subject areas to develop course resources that could 
be implemented through online modules, or through 
the development of specifi c strategies around course 
work and assessment. 
In order to connect School staff with the SLC, we 
facilitated a simple and informal face-to-face meeting. 
We organised one morning and one afternoon tea 
for School staff to meet with SLC staff: the fi rst was 
conducted in the SLC offi ces, and the second in the 
School building. The morning and afternoon teas 
attracted a small but engaged group of staff. Many 
staff were interested in the range of ways that the 
SLC could support their efforts in the classroom (for 
instance, around student Blackboard use, writing 
skills and formats, and groupwork). However, while 
staff could see the benefi t of working with the SLC – 
for themselves and their students – they still tended 
to view it as something ‘on top of’ their existing 
workload, rather than something that could be 
embedded in processes of course development and 
review. 
These workshops improved our understanding 
of how the SLC could support School staff to embed 
academic literacies within the fi rst year curriculum 
in line with the University’s and Australian Quality 
Framework transition principles. They also helped 
us to develop closer working relationships with key 
staff at SLC and we now involve them as part of our 
School’s approach to orientation. 
We will continue working with the SLC to develop 
ways of strategically involving them in School L&T 
developments, planning and discussions. The fi rst 
step in this process is to invite them to facilitate a 
number of sessions at our School L&T Forum (refer 
to Appendix 4). We also plan to involve them in the 
development of our Phase Three research, with its 
focus on interdisciplinarity. 
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Other Academic Services
Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS)
The Belonging Project investigated the potential 
for courses offered by the School of Media and 
Communication to participate in the peer-to-peer 
mentoring program, PASS. PASS is a voluntary 
attendance academic assistance program that utilises 
peer-led group study to help students succeed in 
traditionally diffi cult courses – those with high 
unsuccessful completion rates or those that are 
perceived as diffi cult by students over time. This 
prospect emerged from the RMIT L&T Expo in August 
2012, where four existing models of peer-to-peer 
academic mentoring programs were presented at a 
session to the wider RMIT community.
Following the Expo, the Belonging Project team 
discussed the potential effi cacy of piloting the 
initiative within the fi rst two courses of the School’s 
undergraduate ‘Communication Strand’ (major). 
These courses meet the PASS program’s selection 
criteria, as they are compulsory courses with a large 
number of students and a reliance on sessional 
teaching staff. Several meetings were brokered 
between the SLC PASS Coordinator and key School 
staff to assess suitability and commitment to trial a 
pilot initiative in 2013. However, due to a range of 
factors, a decision was made not to proceed with the 
initiative in the Communication Strand courses in 
2013.
RMIT Library School Liaison Offi cers
In response to an announcement by the library that 
they were trialling a new approach to orientation, 
we brokered a meeting with the School’s Library 
Liaison Offi cers to discuss the way their services could 
be better communicated to staff and embedded in 
transition processes. 
School ESL Tutors
During our 2011 student focus groups the School’s 
ESL tutors, Don Blackwood, Clare Ryan and David 
Browning were cited as a key transition resource – 
both academic and social – for international students 
in our School. However, we also became aware 
that they were not as widely known as they could 
be. We met with the ESL tutors to discuss possible 
connections between our project, particularly our 
focus group fi ndings around transition issues, and 
their work with students. The tutors confi rmed what 
we had learnt from students: that in practice their 
role extends beyond academic support — assisting 
with English language and providing essential 
cultural context when tackling assessment tasks — 
to providing key social support, occupying a quasi-
parental role for many students who are removed 
from family networks. 
As a result of this information sharing, we agreed 
that we would continue to work with the ESL tutors, 
in the fi rst instance to better promote their services 
to students, by incorporating them in orientation. 
In fi rst semester, we invited an international 
student who had used the tutors’ services to share 
their experience with commencing students at 
the School Welcome. We invited Don, Clare and 
David themselves to speak to students at the second 
semester School Welcome, which was predominantly 
aimed at international students. 
Results and Analysis
Overall, the Academic Transition Initiative resulted in 
a small change in staff culture in the School around 
the perception and use of University services. 
Recommendations Arising
Recommendation 4 (School Level)
That schools provide simple, low-cost opportunities 
for face-to-face connections between its staff and 
Student Services to facilitate relationship building and 
improve engagement. That this engagement strategy 
become realised through staff position descriptions, 
staff workplans and professional development. 
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Initiative 5: End of Year Festival 
of Events and Exhibitions
Background and Aims
Students in focus groups reported a sense of 
competition among cohorts as well as anxiety around 
work sharing and standards. They also craved deeper 
engagement with their peer group as they progress 
through their degree. One student commented on her 
desire for more interaction with the work of students 
in other (particularly creative) disciplines: 
“I think there would be a lot of people in 
photography and digital art and media and stuff 
that we’d get on really well with because we are 
all in the same kind of artistic, creative scheme of 
things but we just haven’t had any exposure to 
anyone else”. 
A series of workshops with School of Media and 
Communication staff in 2011 confi rmed that nearly 
all programs in the School had run or intended to 
run some sort of end of year event (e.g. exhibition, 
screening or industry night, prize giving, etc.). 
However, these events were discrete and mostly 
staff-driven rather than student-driven. Workshop 
participants at both the School Program Directors 
Retreat (August 2011), and the third Belonging Project 
Staff Workshop (November 2011) raised the idea of a 
School-wide End of Year Festival, which could:
• Consist of a series of independently curated 
program or course-specifi c micro-events, brought 
together through a cohesive festival program;
• Involve students at all levels of the event, whether 
through showcasing their work, designing the 
program and posters, or planning the key events;
• Have a book-end approach to events: opening 
with a launch night, which could also encompass 
a showcase of excellence; followed by an opening 
party to which alumni and industry would be 
invited; and closing with an awards night where 
the student work was more formally recognised.
The staff workshops confi rmed that end of year 
academic activities were seen as a key point of 
academic transition for students, both academically 
and socially. We decided to work with staff in 2012 
to clarify the purpose of these activities and to 
develop some School-wide umbrella branding that 
would promote these activities as part of a week-long 
‘festival’ of events. 
We proposed a coordinated set of end of year 
activities (Festival herein referred to as EOYF), serving 
the purposes of programs representing diverse 
disciplines, which could be promoted together to 
staff, students, industry and the community through 
a range of marketing collateral, including posters, 
event programs, stickers, etc.
The aims of the initiative were multiple (refer 
to Appendix 5). For students we envisaged that the 
EOYF would encourage more cross-year and cross-
program interactions, inspiring students as they 
transitioned from year to year, as well as attracting 
prospective students. It was also proposed that 
students would develop professional skills in the 
creation and promotion of their work. For staff, the 
aim was partly to streamline existing workloads and 
reduce duplication of efforts around the organisation 
and promotion of events, as well as the collection of 
student work for Open Day and ‘external’ marketing. 
It was also envisaged that working together, School 
Junction ’12 artwork – A result of a co-creation with 
fi nal-year design students.
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staff could strengthen relationships with College 
and University marketing, and leverage existing and 
new connections with industry by making events 
more visible and easier to attend (so that instead of 
attending three different show-cases for example, 
certain industry representatives could attend one). It 
was also thought that the EOYF could assist marketing 
staff at both the College and University level to 
better understand the range and diversity of events 
and outputs produced by the various program areas 
in the School, and to streamline connections with 
the School around promotion of events and student 
success stories. 
Process
In order to realise the aims of this initiative, The 
Belonging Project formed an End of Year Festival 
Working Party to liaise with relevant School staff 
(both academic and professional), about the purpose 
and timing of their program’s events and to develop 
a communications and resourcing strategy that best 
supported all programs. We also invited members of 
the College of Design and Social Context’s Marketing 
team to these meetings.
Our efforts to initiate an EOYF ran alongside 
a University Marketing end of year marketing 
project called Creative Festival. We supported the 
Creative Festival via our School and College Marketing 
representatives to ensure the School’s event 
information had a University-wide online presence. 
The Belonging Project team worked with the 
School’s staff and students (the team of fi nal year 
Communication Design students) to identify and co-
create a School-level festival brand. Our aim was to 
co-create a festival brand, design and communications 
strategy that resonated with students from their own 
perspective and that would support future iterations. 
The name chosen for the EOYF, suggested by our 
student design team, and agreed upon by the staff 
working party, was: JUNCTION 12: between the lines. 
The design team produced and distributed a range of 
materials, including posters, programs, and stickers. A 
poster and guerrilla sticker campaign was thought to 
best support the branding launch: running alongside 
an event catalogue that mapped all School events as a 
stylised pocket-sized calendar.
Results and Analysis 
The main outcome of the EOYF initiative was the 
development of a name and interactive branding 
identity for the EOYF, which has the potential to be 
developed in future years, as well as the production 
and distribution of the related marketing collateral 
advertising the School-wide program of events. 
Ten out of 11 undergraduate programs and all 
TAFE program areas in the School of Media and 
Communication engaged in this initiative. Of special 
note was:
• The emergence of collaborative relationships 
between programs, most noticeably between the 
Games, Media and Animation & Interactive Media 
programs who decided to pool resources and take 
over ACMI at Federation Square for one night. 
Smaller project-based collaborations occurred 
between students in Creative Writing and 
Communication Design to produce the Creative 
Writing Anthology publication.
• Four programs each ran multiple events as part 
of the EOYF initiative: these were either year-
level specifi c or prize nights (many prize nights 
were run in lieu of a formal School Award Event). 
However, there were also a number of student-
led year-level events that were not attached to 
course curricula, making coordination of publicity 
diffi cult.
Early feedback from School staff and students 
at the end of 2012 indicates that the branding 
‘Junction: between the lines’ and the overall design of 
the marketing collateral were highly regarded: it 
was considered creative and inclusive in approach 
and look, and appropriately marked the event as 
a meaningful transition period for those students 
leaving RMIT into the ‘real world’. 
However, the marketing material was distributed 
very late (after formal classes had ended) and it 
was therefore diffi cult to gauge the effectiveness of 
the campaign in relation to attracting audiences to 
the events (reliable data as to audience numbers at 
individual events was not available).
Also, it is clear that further discussion is required 
between staff at College and School levels to 
determine how best to brand and market School 
and College-wide end of year festival activities in a 
cohesive and integrated way. 
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Further Information:
Refer to Appendix 5 (page 72)
Recommendations Arising
Recommendation 5.1 (University Level)
That further research and pilot projects be conducted 
across the University to ascertain the added value to 
the student experience of coordinated end of year 
capstone events, linked to student transition: from 
year to year; from student to graduate; from alumni 
to member of the industry.
Recommendation 5.2 (School Level)
That a ‘whole-of-school’ as well as a ‘whole-of-
program’ approach is taken to the end of the 
year festival, so that events do not become the 
sole responsibility of program staff but become 
‘everybody’s business’: a concern shared by all staff, 
academic and professional, as part of a school’s core 
business. 
Recommendation 5.3 (School/Program Level)
That end of year festival activities inform program 
renewal to ensure that they: are embedded in 
curriculum; engage students in a process of co-
creation; and foster engagement across student 
cohorts from fi rst to third year. 
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Discussion
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The attempt to enact and evaluate a range of practical 
school-based initiatives to support a holistic approach 
to the FYE consistent with The Belonging Project 
Narrative Model was both ambitious and challenging for 
a project with very limited resources. Because of these 
limitations, some initiatives worked better than others. 
We were most successful where we could work 
directly with small cohorts or teams of staff and 
students. For instance, our work was enriched by 
our collaboration with the Coordinator of fi rst year 
courses in Creative Writing, and we were pleased to 
observe a number of successes for this staff member 
and the cohort. To us, this series of simple, small, 
quickly and low-cost organised initiatives (including 
a CBD excursion and an on-campus reading night) 
best demonstrate some of the ways that staff can use 
simple strategies to implement signifi cant changes for 
their students, as well as for themselves, when they 
place student transition and belonging as central to 
their curriculum design and development. 
Similarly, our work with students to refurbish 
the Student Atelier space was low-cost and quick 
– notwithstanding the inevitable delays that occur 
within a large institution such as RMIT – and has 
made a signifi cant impact on the sense of belonging 
for students in our School. By beginning and ending 
the refurbishment process with student feedback, we 
ensured that our process was always one of genuine 
co-creation with the student cohort. This process 
of co-creation was most successfully realised by 
employing three Communication Design students 
to work on the design fi nishes in the space: an 
experience that they reported was a validating and 
important instance of Work Integrated Learning 
(WIL), preparing them for client relationships and 
the resource limitations of professional life. We 
also ensured that students were informed about the 
changes taking place, and that they were student-led, 
by asking the student design team to speak about the 
project at both 2012 School Welcome sessions. 
Feedback from students and observation of the 
Student Atelier space since the refurbishment, tell 
us that: the space is more lively and central to the 
life of the School than it was before; and that it 
offers students the opportunity for a real campus 
experience, including the chance to mingle with 
students in other years and disciplines – something 
that is distinctly absent from the online student 
experience that is increasingly touted as a likely 
future for Higher Education delivery.
Although our work to improve the approach to 
orientation across our School was successful, we 
have also learnt that achieving lasting change is 
the most challenging part of our project. While we 
successfully piloted and modelled our coordinated 
school and program approach to orientation in 
2012, by the time orientation week approached in 
2013, we observed many staff members reverting 
to old ways of doing things. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that in the face of a range of new changes 
and challenges – most signifi cantly the continuing 
work of the MC2015 project, which requires for 
some, a substantial re-conceptualisation of program 
structures and pedagogies – a relatively new approach 
to orientation was too much to add to the load. 
Therefore, many staff looked to The Belonging Project 
team for leadership around orientation processes and 
practices, despite the short-term nature of our role 
within the School. Our experiences demonstrated 
the need to embed leadership around this and other 
transition issues through our proposed Transition 
Coordination team. 
Similarly, we recorded a qualifi ed success with 
our Academic Transition Initiative. While a number 
of staff were keen to learn more about the University 
services available to them and their students, this is 
only the fi rst step towards better embedding these 
services within the curriculum in courses across the 
School. This highlighted the importance of forming 
genuine links with key services such as the Study 
and Learning Centre (SLC). We know that through 
continued simple and informal engagement strategies 
that foster personal connections, such as on-campus 
morning teas, School staff will become increasingly 
aware of these services on offer and feel more 
confi dent in approaching SLC staff for assistance. 
Further, now these connections have been brokered, 
SLC staff demonstrated their interest in being 
involved in ongoing School discussions around L&T. 
For instance, they were invited to facilitate a number 
of workshops at the School’s inaugural Learning and 
Teaching Forum in 2013, and will help inform our 
research around interdisciplinarity, as we develop our 
Phase Three research and continue to contribute to 
MC2015 Review project. 
Finally, we discovered through our pilot that 
our plans for an End of Year Festival (EOYF) were 
too ambitious to fully realise in the fi rst iteration, 
and will require another year of development to 
adequately test its success and future potential. 
Despite taking only fi rst steps towards achieving the 
proposed EOYF, we have recorded evidence of staff 
enthusiasm and goodwill towards the concept, as 
well as to the initial branding and promotion. Our 
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research has also confi rmed that when planning 
the festival, diversity must be adopted as a central 
principle. This means diversity of the range of student 
experiences, disciplinary backgrounds and outputs, as 
well as of the various needs that the event fulfi ls for 
different program’s students, including: celebrating 
achievements, showcasing student work, or marking 
a transition from one year to the next. As we further 
develop the EOYF in 2013, we aim to supplement our 
existing staff feedback with student data to ensure 
that our plans meet this range of student needs. 
While we recorded varying levels of success 
across our fi ve initiatives, we nonetheless noted 
signifi cant impacts upon our School’s L&T agenda. 
After the overwhelmingly positive reception to our 
Phase One (2011) research report, as well as the 
prominence gained through our FYE pilot initiatives, 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model has become 
central to many discussions around the future 
L&T direction of the School. We have been invited 
to formally participate in the MC2015 process, 
both as members of the steering group, as well as 
contributing to discussions around key topics, such as 
interdisciplinarity, by providing scholarly materials 
and evidence from our project. 
The Belonging Project team also supported 
innovation in L&T within the School of Media and 
Communication through the operation of one of 
our key principles – brokering relationships and 
promoting best practice. We have consistently 
worked to scope and recognise best practice in order 
to commission colleagues to design and deliver 
professional development to others within the 
School, and to nominate and promote colleagues 
for awards. This range of engagements with L&T 
has earned our project the committed support of 
our Deputy Dean (Learning and Teaching) and the 
School L&T Committee, and has seen our project 
become a central part of the School’s L&T Strategy 
2013–2015. Phase Two of our research also enabled 
us to understand how varied the program experience 
can be across such a large and diverse school. In this 
environment, transparency and consistency in role 
tasks and responsibilities are vital if staff within a 
school are to work together to achieve change. 
The release of our Phase One report and our 
continuing work to broker links also brought success 
in forming productive connections with a range of 
stakeholders both within and beyond RMIT. These 
included groups involved in our initiatives, such 
as staff from the SLC, our School Library Liaison 
Offi cers, the School ESL tutors, and the PASS Program 
Coordinator. But it also extended to include a range of 
new connections, including: 
• The College of Science, Engineering and Health (SEH) 
Transition Community of Practice Group who invited us 
to attend their meeting as guest presenters; 
• The University Marketing and Communications Forum 
who invited us to present our 2011 fi ndings; 
• The DSC Retention/Attrition Project who invited us to 
contribute our insights on School student cohort 
selection and admissions trends, and factors 
infl uencing conversions to offer; 
• Leaders in our scholarly fi eld, Marcia Devlin and Karen 
Nelson who invited us to attend the launch of 
Devlin, Kift, Nelson Smith and McKay’s OLT 
funded project and who acknowledged our project 
in their report. 
Having successfully formed these links the project 
is well placed to leverage and build on these to 
connect our efforts with others across the University 
and the sector as we continue into Phase Three.
Overall, our work during Phase Two made clear 
that many of the issues we have sought to address are 
far more complex than they at fi rst appear. The best 
example of this is orientation. Changing the culture 
around orientation involves complex networks of 
staff across the professional and academic areas, and 
from a broad range of disciplines, each representing 
different histories and ways of doing things. 
Attempting to implement such wide-scale change 
highlights the challenge of vertical integration: 
between grassroots staff who are at the ‘chalkface’ in 
the classroom, and often consumed by the continual 
demands of the academic calendar; university services 
who are at the frontline of student transition issues; 
and the various staff members at School, College 
and University level who are ensuring that processes 
and policies around admission, selection, enrolment 
and academic progress are followed correctly. It also 
demonstrates that, adopting Kift, Nelson and Clarke’s 
generational approach to developing a whole-of-
institution transition pedagogy (2010), our work is 
still at a fi rst generation level (Refer to Diagram 3 on 
page 21). This means we are the stage of introducing 
effi cacious but still siloed co-curricular activities. As 
Kift, Nelson and Clarke outline, a well-developed and 
coordinated transition pedagogy requires a whole-of-
institutional approach in order to produce: 
an environment which provides the potential for 
commencing students to achieve engagement, 
timely access to support and the development 
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of a strong sense of belonging. This is made 
possible by the bringing together of co-curricular 
and curricular strategies into an intentionally 
designed and broadly conceptualised curriculum; 
one which is implemented through the shared 
knowledge and skills of partnered academic and 
professional staff in an institutional environment 
that is committed to an optimal fi rst year 
experience both at the policy and practice levels. 
(Kift, Nelson and Clarke, 2010, p. 10)
This supports our fi nding that efforts to spark 
widespread cultural change require a holistic and 
sustained approach that targets both the grassroots as 
well as the strategic levels of the university. 
These efforts aim to produce a distinctive RMIT 
experience based on The Belonging Project Narrative 
Model – one that begins for each student with a 
strong grounding in a diverse disciplinary cohort, 
broadens out to encompass the interdisciplinary 
community of the school, and fi nally grows to include 
a sense of belonging as an ethical global citizen. By 
adopting the concept of belonging as a central focus, 
our project produces a clear and distinctive narrative 
model that responds to the range of political, 
economic and social changes occurring within the 
Australian tertiary sector which have led to the 
current renewed focus on the student experience. 
As Australia, along with many other developed 
nations, continues to affi rm its belief in the value 
of building a ‘knowledge’ or ‘innovation’ economy 
(Australian Government, 2009), the necessity of 
training a broad base of future knowledge workers 
becomes a practical reality. Responding to this 
challenge, universities fi nd themselves welcoming 
larger and more diverse cohorts in order to meet 
this demand. Set against these wide-ranging social 
changes, the concept of belonging works as a 
rhetorical device to draw together and narrativize 
the range of practical strategies we are developing 
to improve the student experience in our School. 
The concept of belonging has proved particularly 
meaningful given our desire to ensure a grassroots 
approach to change that is inclusive of diverse 
cohorts, including students from LSES backgrounds. 
Our project has worked to defi ne belonging as a 
theoretical concept and idealised psycho-social state, 
and to develop a range of transferrable curricular and 
extra-curricular initiatives to achieve its application 
in practice. In this way, our project demonstrates the 
currency and value of the concept of belonging in the 
area of education, and in the development of student 
engagement strategies within the discipline of media 
and communication. 
(Refer to page 14–16 in the Executive Summary for 
overall fi ndings and recommendations from Phase 2 
of the Belonging Project.)
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Dissemination and 
outputs 
48 The Belonging Project Report 2012
Our project follows the dissemination framework 
set out by the Offi ce of Learning and Teaching (OLT), 
formerly known as the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council (ALTC). As outlined below, we have 
grown our information provision dissemination, while 
privileging engaged dissemination – an “engaged-focused 
approach to dissemination, involving consultation, 
collaboration and support for ongoing dissemination 
both during the project and after the project is 
complete.” (ALTC, 2008)
We established a project website to maximise our 
research impacts, and house our legacy resources: 
www.rmit.edu.au/mediacommunication/belonging-
project
Digital copies of our project fi ndings such 
as Final Reports and video evaluations can be 
downloaded from this site at: www.rmit.edu.au/
mediacommunication/belonging-project/outcomes
A comprehensive overview of our 2012 activities 
and achievements is set out below.
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Conclusion
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In Phase One of the project (2011) we worked to 
develop The Belonging Project Narrative Model, based 
on close research with staff and students in the School 
of Media and Communication at RMIT University. 
In Phase Two (2012), we drew on this model to 
introduce a new approach to transition and the FYE 
in the School through fi ve pilot initiatives focused 
on orientation, transition, cohort building, student 
spaces and academic skills and literacies. 
Our Phase Two research confi rmed what we had 
learnt through our work with staff and students in 
Phase One: that students in their fi rst year of study 
are facing a range of anxieties around the social 
and academic transition to university. But we also 
confi rmed that these anxieties can be tackled, often 
with little expenditure of time and resources, and 
with signifi cant impact. 
Throughout this pilot period, we have been 
developing and revising our model, triangulating 
it against staff and student data, and feeding our 
observations into strategic projects such as MC2015 
Review project (MC2015). From this work, the next 
phase of our project (2013) has taken shape as Phase 
Three: Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience. 
The interdisciplinary has always been central to 
the cumulative, capacity building logic of our model. 
Having formed bonds and confi dence within their 
disciplinary/program cohort in Tier One, students 
are prepared to broaden their experience out to 
encompass the interdisciplinary environment of the 
school (or equivalent community) in Tier Two. 
This logic was confi rmed by our focus group 
research. Most students expressed a desire to develop 
a broader sense of belonging not just to their program 
peers, but also to the interdisciplinary community 
of the School. Many were keen to meet students in 
other disciplines, who they considered their ‘future 
co-workers’. As one student lamented: “we don’t get 
enough opportunities to meet other people [who] 
could help us in our jobs later on in life”. 
Not all their interdisciplinary aspirations were 
instrumental however, with many expressing a desire 
to experience a broader university experience as 
part of their personal – rather than professional – 
development. For a number of students we spoke to, 
this was about broadening their horizons and their 
knowledge of the world, and knowing where they 
fi t within the wider academic fi eld. Many expressed 
a desire for ‘tasters’ of other disciplines/programs, 
through ideas such as lecture swaps to get a better 
understanding of their fellow students as well as 
to clarify the boundaries of their own discipline. 
For students in the more practice-based disciplines, 
interdisciplinarity was also seen as a way to curb 
creative isolation and connect across various studio 
practices. As one student commented: 
“I think there would be a lot of people in 
Photography and Digital Art and Media that 
we’d get along really well with because we are 
all in the same kind of artistic, creative scheme of 
things, but we just haven’t had any exposure to 
anyone else”. 
However, our participants also indicated that 
this sort of interdisciplinary connection needs to be 
facilitated in a way that balances students’ need to 
belong to a localised cohort before they are able to 
extend themselves to interact productively on an 
interdisciplinary level. It should also be noted that not 
all programs and industries represented in our School 
refl ect trends towards interdisciplinarity: in a number 
of professional fi elds, specialisation is the trend, and 
so interdisciplinary activities need to be tailored to 
disciplinary contexts.
In Phase Three (2013) we aim to map these and 
other issues as they apply to programs within our 
School, along with exemplars of best practice to 
develop a working typology of interdisciplinary 
student experiences. This typology will be our 
primary outcome of Phase Three, and we aim to 
mobilise it as part of the MC2015 renewal process 
as well as in broader L&T debates and development 
within School and across the University and sector. 
Work to develop this typology will fall into two 
categories: fi rstly, gathering data, through literature 
review and case studies on the existing theory and 
practice of interdisciplinarity; and secondly – through 
a close study of an interdisciplinary course (COMM2324 
Interdisciplinary Communication Project), and through 
work with School staff to develop and articulate a 
working approach to interdisciplinarity – through 
processes of whole-of-school program renewal.
While undertaking Phase Three of our research, we 
will continue to observe and contribute to reiterations of 
earlier initiatives, such as the School Welcome and the 
EOYF, with the aim of ensuring their sustainability. We 
will also scope initial plans for Phase Four (2014), with 
its focus on the global student experience. By ensuring 
that these tiers are developed concurrently, we aim to 
further progress the successful implementation of The 
Belonging Project Narrative Model’s holistic narrative in 
the School of Media and Communication, and draw out 
its potential for wider application across the University 
and the tertiary education sector.
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Appendix 1: Transition and Orientation Coordination 
Team Proposal
This document was submitted and endorsed by the School of Learning and Teaching Committee in 
the School of Media and Communication in 2012.
Proposal: School Orientation and Transition Coordination Team 
Draft Position 
Description
The appointed School of M&C Orientation and Transition Coordinators would be assigned the 
following responsibilities: 
• Implement School-wide planning days in relation to orientation and transition;
• Ensure program areas are provided with useful/strategic data about their commencing student 
cohorts; 
• Coordinate two School-wide Student Welcome Events annually; 
• Oversee and advise School staff on best practice in relation to program level orientation events; 
• Identify, develop and communicate professional development opportunities around 
orientation/transition for academic and professional staff;
• Ensure each Program’s Orientation Coordinator and Year Level Advisors/Coordinators are listed 
on the School Programs Contacts List and program information materials; 
• Work with the following external staff to facilitate the embedding of transition experiences 
across the School’s curriculum:
 – Barbara Morgan and Alison Brown (Student Services – Study and Learning Centre)
 – Ruth Moeller (DSC – Senior Advisor, L&T)
 – Clare Ryan and Don Blackwood (School tutors)
 – Carolyn Rundell (Student Services – Senior Coordinator, PASS) 
 – Janeene Payne (Student Services – University Orientation Coordinator)
 – Tim Smith (Director, RMIT Link)
• Submit bi-yearly reports and recommendations to the School L&T committee after each 
admissions period. 
Draft Process of 
Appointment
The School of M&C Orientation and Transition Coordinators would be recruited via the following 
methods: 
• Recruited internally through a call for expressions of interest, followed by an interview;
• Appointed for a term of two years;
• Appointment process is complete by the end of October to early November at the latest to 
ensure effi cacy;
• The workload for each team member be weighted as 10-15% of their workload (or as analysed by 
WAM Committee);
• The team works closely with the School Communications Offi cer and reports to Deputy Dean, 
Learning and Teaching.
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Appendix 2: Project Methodology Overview – 
Phase 2 (2012) 
Short-term Evaluation Approach
Initiative Evaluation Objective Evaluation Method
Coordinated 
Orientation Week
Increased attendance at the 
School’s orientation events. 
(staff and students)
• Number of programs implementing orientation events
• Observation and number of students and staff at 
orientation events
• Observations of School Welcome Events by 
commissioned ‘mystery shoppers’
• Interviews/focus group sessions with staff and students
• Number of orientation passports returned 
• Number of orientation passports completed and the 
quality of responses submitted 
• Observation and number of students using the Student 
Atelier over the 2012 academic year
• Number of drinks vouchers returned via Student Atelier 
coffee cart trial
• Unsolicited feedback
Improved quality of engagement 
in orientation activities. 
(staff and students)
• Observations of students and staff 
• Interviews/focus group sessions
• Interviews with staff from external departments
• Unsolicited feedback 
Improved understanding of what 
services and activities students 
engage with during Orientation 
Week. (staff)
• Entries submitted to the O-Pho competition
• Numbers of passports returned
• Analysis of responses on Orientation Passports returned
• Number of free drinks voucher redemptions (part of 
Orientation Passport initiative)
• Solicited feedback from Student Services (SLC) and RMIT 
Library staff
• Interviews/focus group sessions with students
• Unsolicited feedback
Improved usage of the School’s 
student informal space (the 
Student Atelier) by undergraduate 
commencing cohorts – as a 
direct result of our Coordinated 
Orientation Week Initiatives.
• Observation
• Interviews/focus group sessions with students
• Number of entries in the O-Pho Competition
• Feedback submitted via Student Atelier feedback box
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Short-term Evaluation Approach
Initiative Evaluation Objective Evaluation Method
Cohort Day Out Formation of new friendships and 
student groupings within year 
cohorts.
• Observation
• Staff and student interviews
• Attrition/retention statistics
Improved quality of student 
relationships to staff in their 
home program.
• Observation
• Staff and student interviews
• Student Staff Consultative Committee meeting minutes
Improved staff understandings of 
student cohort transition needs. 
(social and academic)
• Observation
• Staff and student interviews
• Student Staff Consultative Committee meeting minutes
Improved skill development 
amongst commencing student 
cohorts. (peer critiquing, critical 




• Course Evaluation Survey results
• Student Staff Consultative Committee meeting minutes
Decreased program attrition 
in the fi rst year, fi rst semester 




• Student Progress Committee deliberations and ‘student 
at risk’ outcomes
• Student Staff Consultative Committee meeting minutes 
• Staff and student interviews
Student Informal 
Spaces Initiative
Improved usage of the School’s 
student informal spaces by its 
students, particularly fi rst year 
undergraduate student cohorts.
• Observation
• Interviews/focus group sessions with students
• Number of entries in the O-Pho Competition
• Feedback submitted via Student Atelier feedback box 




amongst School staff about 
the services offered by the 
University’s Student Services. 
• Observation
• Staff focus groups/interviews
• Solicited feedback 
Increased ‘just in time’ transition 
interventions implemented by 
staff in undergraduate programs, 
extending from orientation week 
into key fi rst year courses.
• Observation
• Staff interviews
• Student Staff Consultative Committee meeting 
deliberations
• Student Progress Committee meeting deliberations; 
student ‘at risk’ outcomes
• Solicited feedback from external staff
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Short-term Evaluation Approach
Initiative Evaluation Objective Evaluation Method
End of Year Festival of 
Events and Exhibitions
Produce new School-level EOYF 
branded marketing collateral that 
refl ects the diverse culture of the 
School.
• Staff and student interviews/focus groups 
• Student Staff Consultative Committee meeting 
deliberations
• Observation
• Solicited feedback from external staff
• Number of EOYF catalogues taken




• Number of EOYF catalogues taken 
Increased traffi c on the School’s 
EOYF event websites/social media 
pages.
• Google analytics results on Creative Festival website 
pages
• Staff and student feedback
• ObservationIncreased coverage of the 
School’s EOYF events within RMIT 
and external media outlets.
Long-term Evaluation Approaches
Evaluation Objective Evaluation Method
Less undergraduate students reported as experiencing 
preventable transition issues during their fi rst semester of 
study within the School.
• SES results
• PAR data
• Student Staff Consultative Committee feedback from 
the School’s undergraduate programs
• Analysis of School admissions offer versus conversion 
to enrolment data 
• Analysis of School attrition and retention data
• Analysis of School Student Progress Committee 
deliberations and ‘student at risk’ process outcomes
• Post-Orientation interviews with commencing 
students
• Post-Orientation interviews and focus groups with 
staff involved with the fi rst year undergraduate 
experience
Improved staff engagement in orientation and transition 
initiative planning and implementation, which is also holistic in 
approach.
Improved undergraduate student engagement in orientation 
and transition initiative planning and implementation (across 
all year levels).
Increased strategic collaboration between academic and 
professional staff within the School in matters supporting the 
FYE.
Increased and improved quality of intentional curriculum 
renewal supporting the FYE by staff teaching into 
undergraduate programs within the School.
• CES results
• SES results
• Analysis of program and course amendments
• Program Annual Review reports
• Staff interviews/focus groups
• Student interviews/focus groups
• Observation
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Appendix 3: Coordinated Orientation Week Initiative – 2012 
Case Study Report (School of Media and Communication)
 Aim
To create a positive, welcoming foundation experience whereby all new students, regardless of their background, 
can begin to engage with their program cohort, within a broader School and University.
Objectives
Target Audience Provide opportunities to:
Students • Develop relationships to their program’s year cohort 
• Develop relationships to their program’s academic and professional staff
• Provide students a realistic snap-shot of university life and have academic expectations 
clarifi ed
• To be introduced to senior student cohorts both from within their own program and other 
programs within the School
• Be introduced to interdisciplinary activities within the School and University
• Gain confi dence to self-access University resources
• Resolve student and academic administrative issues by Week 1
School staff • Reframe ‘Orientation’ and ‘O-Week’ as an experience valued as a vital foundation for student 
engagement in the classroom
• Establish new ways of working collaboratively and effi ciently to achieve University ‘best-
practice’ initiatives in student cohort engagement and transition at RMIT
• Develop relationships to the School’s new student cohorts
• Develop connections with Student Services to ensure the potential of University resources are 
maximised. 
University staff • Gain reciprocal feedback on school-specifi c needs around Orientation
• Contribute to development of activities and services to better resource school-specifi c needs
• Contribute to development of activities and services to better resource all student needs
Implementation Strategies: Overview
To create the desired staff and student engagement opportunities listed previously, we conducted a series of 
broader interventions which were embedded within the four key student engagement strategies (outlined below) 








• Encourage all undergraduate programs to hold and resource Program Orientation Sessions
• Encourage all staff and students to see these events as the fi rst step onto the ‘transitioning to 





• Reinvigorate the School Welcome event by encouraging students to derive and deliver content
• Encourage staff and students to value this event as a necessary second step along the 
‘transitioning to university path’ (‘I belong to a school’)
Orientation Passport 
(new initiative)
• Encourage staff and students to value engaging with the university’s services and campuses as 




• Encourage staff and students to value and utilise these spaces for informal interactions and 
cohort bonding activities
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Program Orientation Sessions
From our 2011 research, we identifi ed that Program Orientation Sessions were crucial to the successful 
development of a student’s sense of belonging, particularly to their program, in the fi rst instance. 
Interventions undertaken to support this strategy included:
• Meetings with academic and professional staff from all eleven undergraduate programs in the School, and 
encouraged each of them to hold and resource their orientation sessions early in Orientation Week. We 
encouraged programs to make these sessions fun, engaging and informative, and to involve key academic and 
professional staff to attend.
• Asking staff to encourage students to attend our repackaged School Welcome Session which book-ended the 
School’s Orientation Week program. 
• Encouraging staff to approach the planning and advertising of their Program Orientation events as being 
more distinct in purpose from Enrolment Information Sessions. We did this by asking staff not just provide 
information to students, but to engage them in simple social interventions to encourage bonding amongst 
the student cohort. 
• Supporting staff to achieve the previous goal, by developing and delivering a training package for all 
undergraduate Program Directors, First Year Student Advisors and Course Coordinators, as well as Orientation 
Coordinators in the School. Designed to demonstrate a range of ‘ice breaker and transition teaser’ strategies 
that staff could implement at orientation or during the fi rst few weeks of each semester in core courses – 
either formally or informally – we demonstrated how to help students (and their program staff ) to make 
better connections to other cohort peers through the shared activity of telling stories. 
• Encouraging all programs to provide opportunities for commencing students to meet senior students from 
their program at their Program Orientation Sessions (e.g. inviting second or third year peers to relate their 
‘one piece of advice’ to new students).
• Asking all programs to design a unique orientation activity specifi c to their program’s core discipline for 
the Orientation Passport, and embedding this activity within their Program Orientation Session (more 
information is provided under the passport initiative section). 
• Asking all programs to distribute Orientation Passports at their Program Orientation Sessions, and brief 
students about the passport’s purpose and usage.
• Encouraging all programs to introduce their students to the refurbished Student Atelier as part of their 
Program Orientation Session. (The Student Atelier refurbishment was an part of our Student Informal Spaces 
Initiative, which is outlined separately). 
School Welcome Events
We aimed to reinvigorate the existing School Welcome Event by making it more dynamic and relevant for both 
commencing students and the staff supporting their transition to university. 
Based on our 2011 research with staff and students, we changed both the Semester 1 and Semester 2 events 
from a formal staff-led event (with staff dressed in resplendent academic gowns) to more personable, inspiring 
yet informative student-led events. 
In order to implement these changes, we:
• Worked with School staff to determine the best timing for the event and how to best advertise it to students. 
We also worked with this group of staff to determine resourcing and communications needs for the events.1 
1 In Semester 1, the School Welcome Event was held on the Thursday of Orientation Week, so as to coincide with the university’s 
Big O-Day. It was a huge event attracting approximately 370 students and an increased staff presence from across the School, 
including professional staff representatives.
 In Semester 2, the event was much smaller and more intimate due to reduced commencing student numbers. We held this 
iteration in Week 3 to ensure that students who arrived to study late into the semester (commonly the case) were more likely 
to have experienced a welcomed by the School and their program staff. Traditionally, neither programs nor the School had run 
any orientation events for this undergraduate student cohort.
 We worked with the School’s staff to advertise the event to students in both semester iterations via: fl yers in Enrolment 
Information Packs, at School Reception and on the School website; by staff coordinating or supporting Enrolment Information 
Sessions, and in each program’s Enrolment Program Summary.
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• Invited the School’s senior students to host and deliver the welcome program.
• Asked program staff to reframe their opinions of the School Welcome Event and the way they advertised the 
event to students as an ‘essential’ orientation event that book-ended a program of activities across the School 
and university. 
• Asked program staff to advertise the School Welcome Event in conjunction with their own Program 
Orientation Session (i.e. by piggy-backing School Welcome Event marketing into their own sessions’ 
marketing collateral, and by speaking about the event to students attending Program Orientation Sessions). 
• Refi ned the topics covered in the event’s program and ensure that only the most relevant topics to the fi rst 
year student experience were addressed, preferably by the School’s own students (these refi nements were 
based on our previous year’s research with students and staff ). 
• Recruited and briefed student speakers to ensure their stories about their own student experiences were 
engaging, relevant and genuine. 
• Commissioned a School graduate to produce a promotional video for the School that was an inspirational, short, 
sharp and funky presentation of outstanding student work. Designed to be played at both the School’s future 
Welcome and Open Day events, our aim was to provide audiences with an overview of the School’s professional 
disciplines, along with the types of skills and projects commencing students could aspire to achieve. 
• Invited all School staff to attend the Welcome Event. 
Orientation Passport and Competition
This strategy aimed to encourage staff and students to value and self-initiate early engagement with the 
University’s services and city campus. 
Conceptualised as a treasure hunt, an orientation passport was not of itself a new initiative. As with other 
iterations we had researched, we hoped our iteration would inject more fun into the School’s orientation and 
transition program. What was unique to our iteration however, particularly at RMIT, was the aim of testing 
whether commencing students could be encouraged to self-initiate contact with key University staff and services 
early in their transition period (or student lifecycle). 
We hoped that our Passport would time this contact early, by asking students to engage with the activity 
during the Orientation Week period. The passport was designed to get students to undertake a series of unique 
but relatively simple question and answer scenarios or ‘challenges’. We hoped that more students would take 
their fi rst steps towards a meaningful engagement with the key University service providers we identifi ed as part 
of our 2011 research, as being crucial to supporting academic success.2 
To further encourage participation in our Orientation Passport initiative, we also gave students the 
opportunity to opt into the passport competition with the lure of winning an iPad. The competition required 
students to physically verify participation in each challenge either by writing answers or having their passport 
stamped by staff. Students were asked to correctly respond to a minimum of fi ve out of six of challenges, and to 
return their passport at the School Welcome Event to enter the competition. Students were also required to be 
in attendance at the end of the School Welcome to remain eligible for the prize draw. We did this because we 
thought the passport competition would encourage better attendance at the School Welcome Event, as it book-
ended the School’s week-long orientation event program. 
Passports were distributed to students primarily at their Program Orientation Sessions, where program 
staff embedded their fi rst passport ‘challenge’ or activity. A limited number were also made available at School 
Reception in Building 9 for equity reasons. Program staff were asked to design a unique program cohort 
challenge and answer that necessitated attendance at their sessions. The specifi city of each challenge and answer 
was designed to also assist us with our evaluations of this initiative.
The activities we undertook to implement the Orientation Passport and competition are listed below:
• Liaising with areas of RMIT who had run previous iterations of scavenger hunts or passport type activities 
during Orientation;
2 These services were: RMIT Libraries, the School’s ESL Tutors, as well as the Study and Learning Centre, Hubs, RMIT Link: Sports 
and Recreation, and Arts and Culture departments, Student Housing, International Student Information and Support (ISIS), and 
Careers and Employment. 
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• Developing and designing the Orientation Passport and competition in liaison with the School’s 
undergraduate program and staff from Student Services and RMIT Libraries;
• Employing three fi nal-year students from the Communication Design undergraduate program to design the 
passport;
• Meeting with School staff to develop and implement a range of communication strategies to ensure passports 
were distributed correctly and that its rules of use, together with the competition rules were understood by 
staff and students;
• Obtaining legal advice about running the passport competition, both from sources within and external to 
RMIT;
• Providing staff briefi ng sessions and take-away resources about how to distribute passports and explain their 
rules of use to students (this activity was combined with delivery of our Ice Breakers and Transition Teasers 
staff development module mentioned in the previously);
• Providing program staff with briefi ngs about our ethics provisions, and how to assist us with gaining ethics 
clearances from students at Program Orientation Sessions;
• Providing support to program staff where needed, by distributing passports and briefi ng students about this 
initiative at Program Orientation Sessions;
• Providing support to program staff where needed, to obtain ethics clearances from both staff and students at 
Program Orientation Sessions;
• Meetings with key university services and their staff to further our own knowledge of their staff and services. 
We involved key staff from these areas in the designing of passport activities and offi ciating passport 
validation. We also invited them to help us evaluate impacts of these initiatives; and
• Validating Orientation Passport competition entries at the School’s Welcome Session, and performing the 
prize draw. 
Student Informal Spaces Initiative
We wanted to encourage the School’s staff and students to value and better utilise its existing student spaces, for 
both informal interactions and cohort bonding activities. We envisaged these interactions and activities could 
take the form of, but not be limited to: study group meetings, casual lunches, student-led exhibitions, industry 
events, etc.
Following student focus group feedback in 2011, we identifi ed the refurbishment of the Student Atelier space 
as being a key initiative for 2012. We thought that this action had the potential to greatly improve the student 
experience in the School for all programs, in a cost effective and highly visible way. 
The aim of the refurbishment was to create a visually dynamic, comfortable and fun space that aesthetically 
refl ected the diverse talents and personalities of students in the School. Equally important was ensuring the 
space catered to a variety of uses, and could be pulled down and/or replaced with a new look if required. We 
decided that the best approach towards refurbishment was through a series of temporary installations.
To test the impacts the refurbishment had as part of our suite of four key Coordinated Orientation Week 
initiatives, we aimed to ensure all commencing students became familiar with the Student Atelier. We did this by:
• Employing and briefi ng a team of four designers to respond to and carry out our brief; 
• Coordinating the implementation of the Student Atelier refurbishment, in collaboration with School 
Management and Property Services;
• Encouraging the School’s commencing students to visit the Student Atelier during the fi rst three weeks of 
semester (including Orientation Week) by:
 – Asking program staff to host catered events or at the least, include a tour of the space as part of their 
Program Orientation Session proceedings; 
 – Offering limited opportunities for all of the School’s staff and students to receive for free drinks from a 
coffee cart we sponsored in the space, for limited times (four days staggered over two weeks);
 – Asking students to submit written feedback about the space via a feedback box located in the space;
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 – Inviting students to comment on the space by commissioning our student design team to make 
provocative drawings and comments on tables in the Student Atelier, and daring students to respond;
 – Asking students to participate in an low-fi  photography competition (aka the ‘O-Pho Competition’). We 
asked students to take pictures of themselves with their new friends throughout Orientation Week, and 
submit two copies of their favourite photograph of their experience: one via a feedback box mentioned 
above; the other displayed as a hard copy on the walls of the Student Atelier space. This competition was 
advertised online via the School website and by the student hosting the School Welcome Event. 
Evaluation Methods
The Belonging Project is a four-year project designed to trial pilot initiatives into the RMIT student experience. 
We sought to measure the success of our interventions on the success and quality of the School’s orientation 
programs in both the short and longer term. In 2012, we conducted the following short-term evaluations in both 
Semester 1 and Semester 2 of the 2012 academic year. 
As outlined below, we then aimed to evaluate our implementation strategies to check if we had achieved our 
goals of a more coordinated, ‘whole of school approach’ to student orientation through staff and student buy-in 
at a grass roots level. 






• Number of programs implementing orientation events
• Observation and number of students and staff at orientation events
• Observations of School Welcome Events by commissioned ‘mystery shoppers’
• Interviews/focus group sessions with staff and students
• Number of orientation passports returned 
• Number of orientation passports completed and the quality of responses submitted 
• Observation and number of students using the Student Atelier over the 2012 academic year
• Number of drinks vouchers returned via Student Atelier coffee cart trial
• Unsolicited feedback
Improved quality 
of engagement in 
orientation activities. 
(staff and student)
• Observations of students and staff 
• Interviews/focus group sessions
• Interviews with staff from external departments
• Unsolicited feedback 
Improved 
understanding of what 
services and activities 
students engaged with 
during Orientation 
Week.
• Entries submitted to the O-Pho competition
• Numbers of passports returned
• Analysis of responses on Orientation Passports returned
• Numbers of students redeeming free drinks (part of Orientation Passport initiative)
• Solicited feedback from Student Services and RMIT Library staff
• Interviews/focus group sessions with students
• Unsolicited feedback
Improved usage of 
the School’s student 
informal space by 
its undergraduate 
students as a direct 
result of staff 
interventions in 
Orientation Week.
• Observations: increased student attendance 
• Observations: types of usage, which programs us the space
• Interviews/focus group sessions with students
• Number of entries in the O-Pho Competition
• Amount of notes submitted via Student Atelier feedback box
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Results
Initiative Results
Program Orientation Sessions • 11/11 undergraduate programs conducted sessions in Semester 1: an increase of 
2 x programs (solicited event collateral, observations, interviews).
• No sessions conducted in Semester 2 (School event favored by programs with mid-year 
intake due to low commencing student numbers and resourcing issues).
• Students responded best to sessions where staff tried the new approaches we 
suggested. 
• Example 1 – Student recall proved that stories related by staff and senior students were 
the most memorable and therefore more infl uential on their transition experience 
(e.g. stories about staff/student career paths, ‘traps for new players’ and common 
fi rst-year issues) (commissioned and internal observations, interviews, focus groups, 
unsolicited feedback, SSCC feedback). 
• Example 2 – Staff and student feedback provided evidence of program staff 
implementing interventions we suggested to encouraged social connections between 
cohort peers (e.g. through ice-breaker activities, catered ‘down times’ during sessions, 
curricular-based student cohort activities supporting the Passport initiative and in 
Cohort Day Outs later in semester) (observations, interviews, focus groups, unsolicited 
feedback).
• Video evaluation and Cohort Day Out evaluations corroborated evidence of programs 
attempting to implement social interventions within course curriculum as either formal 
or informal activities (observations, interviews, focus groups, unsolicited feedback).
• Increase in awareness and potentially number of student-led activities occurring within 
the School (this needs further investigation); increase in stories being told about these 
activities within and between program cohorts (interviews, focus groups, unsolicited 
feedback, SSCC feedback).
School Welcome Event • 10 /11 undergraduate programs scheduled Program orientation sessions before the 
School Welcome (solicited event collateral, solicited and unsolicited feedback).
• Staff and students responded well to the new student-led approach; gave realistic 
impressions of the student community and diversity of student cohort and the 
opportunities available to them to enhance their program experience (interviews, 
observations, unsolicited feedback, SSCC feedback).
• School promotional DVD well received by staff and students and provided clear 
evidence corroborating the need for a more coordinated, holistic approach the 
orientation within the School (interviews, focus groups, observations, unsolicited 
feedback).
• Staff who attended better understood: (a) how the event was different in scope and 
purpose to their Program Orientation Session, and (b) the event as an additional 
‘essential’ component of transition. Evidence of program staff conducting refl ections  
and reassessing timeliness and relevance of topics/speakers to student experience, 
encouraged outreach opportunities from senior program cohort (interviews, focus 
groups, observations, unsolicited feedback).
• Iterations implemented for both semesters: Semester 2 iteration was a fi rst in the 
School’s history since its formation in 2009.
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Initiative Results
Orientation Passport • 1,000 passports printed; 600 passports distributed
• 4.3% passports returned at School Welcome Event
• 2.4% passports eligible for competition draw
• 7.2% students redeemed free drinks from our coffee cart trial in the Student Atelier 
during fi rst three weeks of Semester 1 (voucher component of the Orientation 
Passport).
• No discernible increase in contact with RMIT Libraries or Student Services (passport 
returns, interviews and solicited feedback).
• No discernible increases in student attendance at the School Welcome based on this 
initiative alone (passport returns, interviews, observations).
• Staff and students responded well to the ‘look’ of the passport, but not to the overall 
concept, and defi nitely not to its implementation (interviews, focus groups, observations, 
passport returns, drinks voucher returns).
• Confusion around competition rules and eligibility requirements (interviews, focus 
groups, observations, unsolicited feedback). 
• Activity not repeated in Semester 2 due to lack of student engagement and resourcing 
costs associated to fi rst iteration.
Student Informal Spaces 
Initiative (refurbishment of 
Student Atelier space)
• Signifi cant increase in numbers of students using the space throughout 2012 
(observations, interviews, unsolicited feedback).
• Signifi cant increase in numbers of students being introduced to the space as a result of 
their Program Orientation Session.
• 7.2% of students redeemed free drinks during the coffee cart trial (part of the 
Orientation Passport initiative – Semester 1 only). (Orientation Passport free drink 
voucher returns, interviews with students).
• No student entries submitted to the O-Pho Competition.
• Signifi cant increase in numbers of students across all year levels making cross-program 
connections/friendships as a result of using the space (observations, interviews, 
unsolicited feedback). 
• Students need staff intervention and support so as to further evolve this and other 
student informal spaces to refl ect the School’s student cohort, and to better service 
their needs (observations, interviews, unsolicited feedback).
• Students need assistance from staff to understand how to engage with student 
informal spaces encouraging self-expression in the décor (observations, interviews, 
unsolicited feedback).
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Outputs
Staff Development Module: Ice Breakers and Transition Teasers
We sought the external assistance of Ruth Moeller (Senior Advisor, Learning and Teaching from the College of 
Design and Social Context), to work with us on the design and delivery of this professional development module. 
Take-away resources developed for this training session, were also used to guide staff in future event iterations. 
This resource has since been circulated beyond the School via the University’s learning and teaching blog, the 
teaching tom tom 
(http://theteachingtomtom.wordpress.com). This blog was named by the UK Guardian Online in 2012 as third in 
the top ten of Australian social media infl uencers in Higher Education. 
We invited staff from all eleven undergraduate programs to participate in the workshop, which was delivered 
in the week prior to Orientation Week. Evidence from staff and students indicates that intervention was well 
timed and pitched, with many programs implementing ice breakers and transition teasers in the Program 
Orientation Sessions. Less successful however, were our goals of getting staff to embed these strategies either 
formally or informally into their curriculum. We were aware of only two programs initiating strategies they’d 
learned into the core fi rst year courses or in Cohort Day Out activities in Week 3 of semester. Ruth reported that 
no staff took up her offer of help to embed any activities within their courses during the online course guide 
update periods. We are also not aware of any course amendments in play as a direct result of this initiative. 
Video Evaluation Packages
The most powerful evidence gathered as part of our pilot evaluations was our video footage of students 
undertaking orientation activities and using the refurbished Student Atelier space. 
This evidence was edited into two video packages, to demonstrate the consistency of student reactions to 
our orientation initiatives in the students’ own words.3 The consistency of this evidence strongly corroborated 
our narrative model of student engagement for the most part, as well as the overall success of our Coordinated 
Orientation Initiatives.
Orientation and Transition Planning Tool
The ‘Orientation and Transition Tool’ was an unplanned initiative that arose as a result of our refl ections about 
the previous semester’s Program Orientation and School Welcome initiative iterations. Development of this 
initiative was only possible due to the previous experience of the project team, and the diminished scale of 
programs and students involved in the intake period. 
The tool enabled us to test how we might best build legacy resources in future – in terms of form, design 
and content – to affect improved understandings of commencing student cohorts amongst the School’s staff. We 
fi rstly collated all staff involved with the undergraduate student experience into a School-wide document, which 
included Program Directors, Selection Offi cers, professional staff contacts, and for the fi rst time in the School’s 
history – relevant Year Level Advisors and Orientation Coordinators. We then collated and triangulated each 
program’s mid-year selection process, articulation pathways and admissions data together with enrolled student 
demographics into a series of accompanying worksheets in the same document. 
In the process of developing the tool, we realised we had achieved the unanticipated outcome of providing 
new comparative and holistic insights into selection offi cer workloads across programs, as well as a preliminary 
baseline analysis of the School’s undergraduate admissions, selection, enrolment and retention trends. For 
instance, we were able to understand how the Direct Admissions processes impacted application to enrolment 
conversion rates (as opposed to offer to enrolment rates). Similarly, we were also able to understand the 
corresponding impacts on Selection Offi cer workloads: at a time when most program colleagues were on 
leave, the staff carrying out selection were also expected to carry out other signifi cant program management 
tasks (e.g. manage student progress, enrolments). This realisation lead us to conclude that often there is little 
fi nancial return on time invested by Selection Offi cers at program level, which often impacted student transition 
experiences overall for commencing mid-year cohorts. This exercise also allowed us to gain further insights into 
other more intangible organisational barriers that impact on both the School’s resources and the FYE. 
3 These videos are available online from the project website, and have already gained much acclaim from senior levels of the 
university in late 2012. Go to: www.rmit.edu.au/mediacommunication/belonging-project/outcomes
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School Welcome Session Event Collateral 
Two iterations of this initiative allowed us to develop a suite of working documents and templates that 
have proven they greatly assist School staff to administer these events into the future. The most effective 
administrative resource developed out of our 2012 experience, was a strategic communications plan for the 
School’s orientation events across an academic year. Our evidence strongly points to this communications plan 
working well. With minor refi nement in its 2013 implementation, the strategic communication plan could 
possibly be cited as best-practice at RMIT.
A much more visible outcome of our Coordinated Orientation Week Initiative for staff and students was the 
production of a promotional video for the School. We worked with a recent School graduate from the Media 
program to produce this collateral, which was designed to frame the School Welcome Events by:
• showcasing student work across a variety of professional disciplines
• increasing student awareness of the range of programs offered by the School
• increasing student awareness of interdisciplinary connections and opportunities through curricular and 
extra-curricular projects. 
Based on our evidence this year, both of these resources will certainly help to embed our best practice FYE 
objectives into the future. However, time will tell how our legacy is impacted by factors beyond our project’s 
scope. 
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Appendix 4: School Learning and Teaching Forum Proposal
This proposal was submitted and endorsed to the Learning and Teaching Committee in the School of Media and 
Communication in November 2012.
Proposal:
The aim of the forum is to support the University, College and School’s strategic directions in Learning and 
Teaching to enable staff in the School of Media and Communication to engage in a focused conversation about 
Learning and Teaching ideas and practices in a discipline-specifi c environment. To this end, we propose a two-
day, school-wide event, incorporating a keynote lecture, a range of practical workshops, research sessions, and a 
showcase of best practice (such as LTIF projects and Teaching Award recipients).
Aims: 
1. To position L&T issues at the forefront of minds of teaching staff as they develop curriculum for the year 
ahead and 2015; 
2. To create an environment of sharing and support around innovative L&T practice with outcomes and actions; 
3. To provide opportunities and discussion on cross-discipline and inclusive interactions with aims and 
outcomes; 
4. For the messages around L&T to be delivered in a timely and constructive manner; 
5. To develop the School’s L&T culture to ensure there are events throughout the year that support and meet 
staff needs for ongoing PD, and collaboration opportunities.
We know that many L&T activities are offered across the university in a variety of ways, but evidence 
suggests that very few staff are regularly accessing these services. We believe that if it is packaged in a cohesive, 
approachable and relevant manner within the context of our school’s particular issues then we will have a 
greater level of staff engagement. 
Proposed Forum Theme: 





• Presentations (from other areas at RMIT  e.g. Student Services)
• Workshops (in house/outcome orientated)
Possible sub-topics for sessions: 
• [workshop] Inclusive teaching: What is it and how 
• [workshop] Internationalizing the curriculum 
• [workshop] Interdisciplinarity 
• [workshop] Applying for L&T awards/funding (e.g. teaching awards, OLT grants, LTF’s) 
• Cross University staff presenting examples of [presentation] Staff presenting examples of their scholarship 
of teaching 
• [presentation] University staff presenting examples of relevant LTIF’s 
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• [presentation] from the Student Learning Center
• [panel discussion] Key principals for Renewing the curriculum 
• [panel discussion] 1st semester transition and engagement (where ever it occurs in student lifecycles)
Sessions will be titled as catchy questions, for example: How can I get publications, money, and brownie points for my 
teaching? (This would cover L&T awards/funding, OLT and LITF’s)
We suggest that the day conclude with the fi rst School meeting for the year, followed by fi rst welcome/social 
event (e.g. a School BBQ).
Submitted by: 
Bronwyn Clarke, David Carlin, Rachel Wilson, Karli Lukas and Lucy Morieson. 
November, 2012.
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Appendix 5: End of Year Festival Initiative – 2012 
Case Study Report
Aim 
To foster a student-focused celebration of achievement and diversity across the School, that engages industry and 
the wider community.
Objectives
Target Audience Provide opportunities to:
Students • Meet and inspire fi rst and second year students from within their own disciplinary fi eld through 
their own work.
• Meet other year-level peers from across the School
• Meet graduating students within and beyond their own professional fi eld
• Develop professional skills in the creation and promotion of their work and/or their peers work
• Develop cross-disciplinary and internationalized skills in the creation and promotion of their 
work and/or their peers work.
• Have a ‘global and connected’ experience in the creation, promotion and fi nal end-user 
experience of collected student work.
• Benchmark their skills against cohort peers and industry, both within and beyond their own 
discipline.
• Inspire prospective students
School staff • Streamline efforts to reduce workloads for staff
• Strengthen relationships with College (DSC) and RMIT Marketing, etc.
• Streamline coordination efforts to source student work for other marketing purposes 
(e.g. Open Day and Orientation).
• Leverage the School’s industry connections across all programs
• Leverage potential for curriculum-based interdisciplinary student projects between programs 
across the School.
• Leverage potential for future projects involving industry partners, partner providers, School-
based researchers, etc. 
• Attract prospective students to the School (especially low SES applicants)
Marketing staff • Better understand the diversity of events, and to adopt a more inclusive approach to 
marketing these.
• Streamline coordination efforts to source student work for other marketing purposes 
(e.g. Open Day and Orientation).
• More readily source and produce feature stories about students, staff, projects, etc.
• Work with staff to review discipline-specifi c marketing avenues to ensure the School’s 
programs, staff and students are more effectively marketed to the wider RMIT community, 
prospective students and industry.
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Implementation Strategies
1. Establish and facilitate of a School-wide working party;
2. Coordinate a pilot initiative that maps and publicises the School’s end of year events and exhibitions under 
an overarching cohesive, unifi ed brand (e.g. a School-wide brochure, poster campaign, website); and 
3. Measure impact of the pilot initiative.
Evaluation Methods
We measured what success and impacts our interventions had on the development of the School’s EOYF 
initiative as follows:
Evaluation Objective Evaluation Method
Produce impactful EOYF branded marketing collateral for 




Increased attendance at School EOYF events • Staff feedback 
• Student feedback
• Observation 
• Number of EOYF catalogues taken 
Increase traffi c on School’s EOYF event websites • Google analytics results on College Festival website
• Staff and student feedback
• Observation
Increase traffi c on School’s EOYF event social media pages
Increase in coverage of School’s EOYF events 
Results 
All results for this initiative have been outlined in the body of the 2012 Final Report.
Outputs
School EOYF Working Party
This group was established in April 2012, and a total of four meetings were held over the 2012 academic year. 
All undergraduate and TAFE programs were invited to attend. We also invited the School Communications 
Offi cer and DSC Marketing staff to attend and contribute.
These meetings were instrumental in developing shared understandings about what activities programs 
undertook, as well as why, how and when. They also allowed us to gain early insight into the barriers that 
continually impede successful implementation of end of year program events. The act of bringing together 
this diverse staff group also provided opportunities for new collaborations between programs (mostly in terms 
of resources) – this was the fi rst time this had occurred since the School’s formation in 2009. For all of these 
reasons, it is hoped that the working party continues to meet into the future, if at least to foster collegial 
interdisciplinary initiatives across the School’s programs.
School EOYF Branding and Event Collateral
The working party, which included industry experts in Advertising and Design, established that the School-level 
umbrella branding developed was high standard and likely to be effective. A poster and guerilla sticker campaign 
was thought to best support the branding launch, running alongside an event catalogue that mapped all School 
events as a stylised pocket-sized calendar. Given the short turn-around time and resources made available to this 
aspect of the initiative, this outcome was a major achievement.
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As the collateral was distributed around the School much later than we had anticipated, further interviews 
with staff and students is highly recommended if we are to gain deeper insights into this outcome’s success 
and impact. This recommendation also comes in the wake of feedback obtained from the College of Design and 
Social Context’s 2012 Creative Festival Report, which claims our pilot had a negative impact on this wider university 
initiative to collate and publicise end of year student events.
Online Collateral
We decided not to develop a web or social media communications campaign due to limited time and resources 
and staff support within the School. Early discussions with DSC Marketing about the Creative Festival campaign 
was also a factor in this decision as we realised that our attempts would be a duplication of wider university-level 
efforts by Marketing staff. 
To support the Creative Festival campaign, we asked staff and students not to include our Junction branding on 
any website collateral to facilitate clean evaluations of both EOYF initiatives.
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Why Belonging Matters
The need to belong is not only important for the long-term success of vulnerable 
students; it is a fundamental human motivation (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). 
Belonging has clear implications for the social experience of students and plays 
a critical role in academic outcomes. As Walton, Cohen, Cwir and Spencer (2011, 
p. 529) argue, a sense of belonging or social connectedness enhances students’ 
motivation to achieve.
Our research into the first year experience indicates that the transition to university can 
be fraught. This is especially true for the more diverse cohorts that have resulted from The 
Bradley Review targets. For these students, “the culture of the institution is foreign and 
at times alienating and uninviting” (Krause et al, 2005, p. 9). Students from LSES or non-
traditional educational pathways may “have less confidence in the personal and career 
relevance of higher education” and may experience isolation or conflict in assimilating to 
the cultures of universities. (James et al., 2008, p. 3). A sense of belonging can be vital in 
ensuring they persist and succeed at university (James, 2001).
Small-scale initiatives that support peer-to-peer relations and encourage positive 
interactions between staff and students engender a sense of social belonging. When 
integrated with curricular and co-curricular endeavours they can form the basis for 
disciplinary belonging (identity) and work to build the competencies and confidence  
of participants.
The Belonging Project has continued to argue for the importance of establishing a sense 
of belonging beyond a student’s first year. We argue that a student’s interdisciplinary 
and intercultural opportunities and interests need to be supported throughout the whole 
student lifecycle and extended within their social, academic and career environments.
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Abbreviations and Key Terms
Abbreviations
AQF – Australian Qualifications Framework
ESL – English as a Second Language
FYE – First Year Experience
HEPPP – Higher Education Participation Partnerships 
Program L&T – Learning and teaching
LSES – Low Socioeconomic Status
MC2015 – School of Media and Communication’s 
curriculum renewal plan SISI – Student Informal Spaces 
Initiative
SLC – Study and Learning Centre
SSCCs – Student-Staff Consultative Committees
Key terms
Co-creation: Recognises that students actively co-create 
their university experience and should be genuinely 
engaged in processes and decisions that involve them, by 
providing feedback, and, where appropriate, creative input 
in the change processes.
First year student: A student who is yet to complete 96 cred-
it points of study (equivalent to one full-time year) in their 
current program at RMIT University.
Transition pedagogy: A holistic approach to the FYE 
developed primarily in the work of Sally Kift’s Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council Fellowship, involving 
the integration of curriculum principles (Transition, 
Diversity, Design, Engagement, Assessment, and Evaluation 
& Monitoring) and strategies to engage and support 
students, as well as to foster a sense of belonging and 
develop sustainable academic-professional partnerships. 
Importantly, a transition pedagogy requires a whole of 
institution approach and the “seamless involvement” 
of academic and professional staff. (See Kift, Nelson and 
Clarke, 2010).
Nomenclature
At RMIT there are a number of terms that are institution-
specific and as such, do not have the same meanings to 
external audiences. The following table sets out these 
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The Belonging Project:
Introduction
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About the Project
The Belonging Project is a four-year project to design and 
pilot an improved student experience in the School of 
Media and Communication.
The Belonging Project has been working since 2011 within 
an undergraduate Higher Education context to:
1. Develop strategies to support the participation and 
integration of students from diverse backgrounds, 
circumstances and cultures, including in particular 
students those from low Socio Economic Status  
(SES) backgrounds
2. Enhance student satisfaction and retention rates
3. Help develop and make known a distinctive RMIT 
student experience
Scope
The Belonging Project has a broad definition of student 
experience including personal, social and academic 
experiences. The student experience is considered in 
relation to not only the program and the University but also 
to the global employability environment.
The Belonging Project is simultaneously:
1. A co-created, networked, action-based academic 
research project
2. A longitudinal ethnographic study using qualitative 
research techniques supplemented by quantitative data
3. A change and advocacy initiative seeking to understand, 
re-design and modify processes, services and behaviours 
within the University in order to improve the  
student experience
The Belonging Project involves around 3000 
undergraduate students and 200 staff. It impacts one of 
RMIT University’s largest Schools of approximately 6500 
VE, undergraduate and postgraduate students.
The Belonging Project Model
The Belonging Project is structured around the Belonging 
Narrative Model of student engagement. This model 
proposes a three-tier student experience, beginning with 
a strong grounding in a diverse disciplinary cohort (Tier 
One), broadening out to encompass the interdisciplinary 
community of the school (Tier Two), and grounded in a 
sense of belonging to a profession as an employable and 
ethical global citizen (Tier Three).




Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Graduation & Beyond
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Overview of Project Phases
Phases One and Two: Planting the Seeds (2011) 
and Focus on the First Year Experience (2012)
The first two phases of the Belonging Project, Planting the 
Seeds (2011) and Focus on the First Year Experience (2012), 
focused on students’ experience in their  
disciplinary environment.  
A comprehensive report on each of these phases can be 
found on the RMIT Belonging Website at:  
rmit.edu.au/about/our-education/academic-schools/media-and-
communication/research/projects/the-belonging-project
Phase Three: Focus on the Interdisciplinary 
Experience (2013)
In this report detailing Phase Three Focus on the 
Interdisciplinary Experience (2013) we discuss the rationale 
for interdisciplinary learning within the broader context, 
how we have mapped and modelled interdisciplinary 
practice within the School of Media and Communication 
and propose a range of strategies and recommendations for 
embedding interdisciplinarity within student lifecycles. 
Phase Four: Global at Home: At Home in the 
Global (2014)
In 2014, the The Belonging Project will work on Phase 
Four: Global at Home: At Home in the Global. This phase 
will build on the initiatives, transitions, and competencies 
researched and promoted in previous phases of the project.  
It will seek to develop an integrated model for targeted 
interventions in curriculum design and pedagogy that can: 
(a) recognise and celebrate our ‘already global’ student and 
staff cohorts; (b) scaffold the further development of global 
literacies throughout the experience of an RMIT program; 
and (c) provide peak ‘global’ experiences based from the 
student’s home campus as an alternative or adjunct to 
overseas exchange and study tours options.   
The project will build upon the established best practice 
of the global/internationalised curriculum to produce 
a framework, test initiatives, and develop a series of 
resources for staff delivering courses in the creative 
disciplines. The interventions are designed to help 
students to develop the intercultural skills, knowledge and 
awareness through a series of phased experiences situated 
‘At Home’ in local contexts. 
This phase of the project will be divided into three stages, 
each of which reflects a key point of emphasis: 
1. Recognising and celebrating the ‘already global’ cohort 
(‘feeling global’);
2. Scaffolding the further development of global literacies 
(‘doing global’); and
3. Mapping and developing alternative peak ‘global’ 
experiences (‘being global’).
10 The Belonging Project Report 2013
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2013 Tier Two: Focus on 
the Interdisciplinary 
Experience
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In 2013 as part of Tier Two: Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience The Belonging Project has:
1. Researched and developed a working definition of interdisciplinary activity that is appropriate to the specific 
context and practices of the School of Media and Communication and its current disciplinary and interdisciplinary 
practices. 
2. Investigated and explored the range of opportunities currently available in the School in order to develop a typology 
of interdisciplinary literacies that can be mobilised in strategic discussions around L&T and in the development of 
new program and course models for ‘MC2015’.
3. Mapped a range of relevant existing case studies to inform the renewal process as well as in broader L&T debates 
within the School, across the University, and the wider tertiary education sector.
4. Researched, captured, and disseminated recommendations to capitalize upon existing informal interdisciplinary 
activities.  Fostered new opportunities that bridge the formal and informal curricula to build employability 
capacities in discipline-relevant ways.
2013 Tier Two: Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience
In 2013 we also continued to evaluate and adapt the five 
Focus on the First Year Experience pilot initiatives and to 
advocate for the recommendations presented in our  
2012 report.
One of our aims had been to develop a resource pack 
including an interdisciplinary artefact, case studies, 
assessment templates, and course design resources.  
During the course of our initial research into the third 
tier of The Belonging Project Model, Focus on the Global 
Experience, we identified overlap between resources for the 
interdisciplinary and global tiers.  For this reason we have 
decided to create a single resource pack to be released  
in 2015.
Why Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience?
The adaptive and ever changing nature of the creative 
industries requires flexible graduates who can work across a 
range business of contexts (Wright, Davis, and Bucolo, 2013; 
McHanon, 2012; Creigh-Tyte and Thomas, 2001). 
Interdisciplinary learning and teaching approaches are 
increasingly recognized as effective strategies for generating 
the skills that students need to address these complex work 
environments and real world problems (Woods, 2007).  
Extending work on transition and disciplinary identity 
carried out in 2012, The Belonging Project argues for 
embedding a range of interdisciplinary experiences 
within the student lifecycle. Interdisciplinarity is a means 
of increasing students’ ‘social and cultural capital’ and 
supporting professional development and  
employability objectives.
For these reasons, in the third phase of its research, 
Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience, The Belonging 
Project examines existing interdisciplinary practice 
within the School of Media and Communication and 
proposes strategies and recommendations for embedding 
interdisciplinarity within student lifecycles.
Our research finds that interdisciplinary learning is vital for students to:
Develop the complex skills required for changing professional contexts by providing students the opportunity to expand 
upon core disciplinary competencies and develop the higher-level communication, problem-solving project, and group 
work skills that are required in their future professional ‘real world’ settings.
Develop connections and belonging to broader groups. Interdisciplinary learning is essential to the welfare and sense 
of identity and belonging of students as members of a school environment, university culture, and of a professional 
community.
Develop engaged global citizenship. This works towards broader societal goals, to become actively engaged, empathetic 
global citizens (Nikolic and Gledic, 2013; Green, 2012).
Enhance personal perceptions of self. As identified by RMIT students in our focus groups, interdisciplinary studies are 
important in social development and wellbeing as a means of broadening horizons and facilitating critical reflection, self-
reflection, self-esteem, and perceptions of empowerment. 
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Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience:  
Recommendations from 2013
In 2013 as part of Tier Two: Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience The Belonging Project recommends:
1. Create a database or platform for skills / interest exchange between staff members: Interdisciplinary learning and 
teaching requires meaningful interactions between staff. As such staff have recommended the development of a 
platform for informal and formal connections and collaborations.
2. Investigate the feasibility of developing a School flagship interdisciplinary course or studio: As we move into 
deployment of MC2015 many staff have indicated interest in a School based flagship course open to all students. 
This course will be focused on meaningful interdisciplinary engagement and encourage structured and scaffolded 
industry collaboration.
3. Test interdisciplinary frameworks / rubrics from the forthcoming resource kit over several courses within a program
4. Investigate opportunities for the student skills exchange: The students have continuously indicated throughout the 
project that they require help identifying and contacting like-minded collaborators from other programs. They have 
also expressed a strong desire for informal interdisciplinary experiences e.g. TED talk style student presentations 
in the Atelier Space. Another suggestion was the development of a platform similar to the one proposed for staff in 
order to develop and interact on projects.
A Note About Interdisciplinarity
It is important to note that interdisciplinary academic work is one point on a spectrum of intellectual and practical student experiences.  
The existing literature identifies no fewer than six approaches, each with its own objectives, methodologies, and pedagogy. Those explored 
by The Belonging Project include: disciplinary, multidisciplinary, cross-disciplinary, participatory, interdisciplinary, and trans-disciplinary 
approaches. While distinctions between these approaches are pedagogically important, here we use the terms “interdisciplinary” and 
“interdisciplinarity” broadly to refer to the spectrum.
Diagram: Over 900 students participated direcly in our initiatives in 2013. We conducted focus groups and  
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Broader Context for the Interdisciplinary Experience 
Relevant to a School
The Creative Industries Context
The creative industries are facing two trends with wide-
ranging implications for creative disciplines students in 
tertiary education:
1. The large studio model is no longer the primary 
business model for industry practice.
2. The tertiary sector is producing more graduates in 
specific disciplines than individual creative industries 
can support (Wright, Davis, and Bucolo, 2013).
These developments require innovative approaches from 
the tertiary sector in order to meet the needs of an evolving 
industry climate and employability expectations  
of students.
Creative industries are increasingly reverting to a small 
fluid start-up model in which companies are run with 
minimal staff. For this reason, while specialist skills 
remain critically important to employability, “there is 
a need for multi-skilled employers and employees due 
to the ‘micro’ nature of business” (McHanon, 2012, p. 
7). These developments highlight the emerging role of 
interdisciplinary practice and learning as a quasi-generic 
skill. Employers are increasingly seeking individuals with 
flexible, innovative and entrepreneurial qualities.  
Moreover, as Ward (2004) argues, individuals in the 
creative industries must not only develop myriad technical 
competencies, but also must possess the “emotional 
competencies” to navigate complex real world collaborative 
experiences. These emotional capacities can be fostered 
through engagement with “communities of practice” that 
extend beyond disciplinary boundaries. Communities 
of practice introduce the practical and interpersonal 
challenges and opportunities of real world collaborations. 
These collaborative communities of practice can generate 
multi-skilled practitioners and new interdisciplinary 
knowledge. When embedded with the curriculum, they 
may also improve the tertiary sector’s effectiveness in 
communicating the realities of employment success 
to students. Students engaged in interdisciplinary 
communities of practice are more likely to understand that 
“more than ‘seeking employment’ in one specific discipline 
[… they] can cross disciplines and boundaries” (Wright, 
Davis, and Bucolo, 2013).
RMIT and the Changing University Sector
Australian higher education institutions have been 
attracting more diverse cohorts following developments 
in the local sector. In 2008, the Bradley Review sought 
to address the changing global economic environment, 
specifically an increasingly knowledge-based economy, by 
prioritizing access to education arrangements (Bradley et 
al. 2008, p. 88). The government has adopted strategies to 
ensure a greater number of Australians become university 
educated. These included national targets of 20% of higher 
education enrolments at undergraduate level from LSES 
backgrounds by 2020 (Ibid, p. xiv). As a means of facilitating 
target attainment, in 2012 the then federal government 
removed existing caps on the number of federally  
funded places. 
The School of Media and Communication  
Context
As a result of these broader developments, the School of 
Media and Communication is participating in program 
reconfiguration and renewal. This is reflected in the 
School’s curriculum renewal plan, MC2015, and influences 
strategic planning and policy documents such the School 
of Media and Communication, L&T Strategy 2013. These 
policies have wide-ranging implications for the students and 
staff. Importantly, they have created a specific mandate “to 
foster the development of graduates as critical and creative 
thinkers, multi-skilled and collaborative practitioners, and 
responsible leaders with a global perspective” (Peterson & 
Hansen, 2012).
The School’s Workplan clearly implies a role for 
interdisciplinary learning in its imperative to educate 
“multi-skilled and collaborative practitioners”. There are 
opportunities within MC2015 to create sustainable spaces 
for these experiences. This may include adopting structured 
recommendations for interdisciplinary classroom practice 
within discrete programs and/or seizing upon the proposed 
studio model to create specifically interdisciplinary space 
across curricula. 
While they present important opportunities, MC2015 and 
associated strategic initiatives also make it is necessary to 
pause to assess what interdisciplinarity means in our School 
context. The academic literature establishes importance 
of interdisciplinary experiences for employability, the 
development of higher-level communication skills, 
innovation, and the refinement of generic and discipline-
based skills.
Creative disciplines such as those in our School face 
special challenges in designing interdisciplinary curriculum. 
First and foremost, professional programs within the 
School are not tightly bound by disciplinary convention. In 
addition, existing interdisciplinary opportunities within the 
School have tended to be industry-driven rather than built 
out of the particular pedagogical needs of the School. Both 
of these issues contribute to the potential for less than fully 
effective experiences of interdisciplinary learning.  
Unless constructed to draw attention to both disciplinary 
convention and the transcendence of disciplinary 
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boundaries, interdisciplinary opportunities may give 
students an experience of collaborative project work, but 
leave them without the ability to effective communicate the 
unique skills generated from such experiences.
Despite the challenges of interdisciplinary curriculum 
design, the demands of the contemporary job market make 
it clear that there is a place for this type of learning within 
the school, and indeed the University. Of 465 respondents 
to 2013 School Student Experience Survey (HE), 58% felt 
they did not have enough contact with students in other 
programs. This corresponds to existing data from students 
interviewed by the Belonging Project in 2011, 2012, and 2013. 
In our research, students reported desire for increased 
formal opportunities for interdisciplinary collaboration 
and structural support in the form of informal spaces, 
timetabling, and events for informal collaborations.
It is with our Belonging Project Narrative Model and these 
contexts in mind that we have approached our work on 
the interdisciplinary experience. In our research, we have 
endeavoured to highlight the role of interdisciplinarity as a 
transition experience that expands disciplinary knowledge 
and extends students’ belonging beyond their immediate 
cohort. In doing so, we have worked to investigate, 
document, disseminate, and refine existing practice within 
the School.
16 The Belonging Project Report 2013
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Approach, Methods and Process
Approach
The Belonging Project team has articulated a three-pronged 
research philosophy that reflects our belief that the project 
should encourage processes that are ‘connected to the 
grassroots’, inclusive and iterative. In line with this, we 
have explicitly refrained from proposing a prescriptive 
model of the interdisciplinary experience. Instead, we have 
facilitated the involvement of key University stakeholders—
students, academic staff, and professional staff—in the 
process of investigation and co-creation of resources.  
We acknowledge that universities are spaces where value 
is co-created by consumers within complex frameworks of 
actors and resources (Karpen, Hall, Katsoulidis, and Cam, 
2011). We position students not as passive consumers but 
rather as co-creators of their university experience. We 
recognise the importance of engaging students in change 
and believe that this empowers them as co-creators. 
Methodology and Methods
As with previous tiers of The Belonging Project, we drew on 
narrative methodology (see e.g. Abma, 2000; Bruner, 1990; 
Gola, 2009) and action research (see e.g. Kemmis, 2007; 
Greenwood, Whyte, Harkavy, 1993) to capture and share 
knowledge. These approaches are the foundation of The 
Belonging Narrative Model. They have allowed us to work 
as collaborators with stakeholders. This emphasis on co-
creation is central to our approach to change within  
the School.  
While action research and narrative methodology guided 
the overall design of this tier of The Belonging Project, 
in our daily practice, the team used a range of allied 
qualitative methods to engage stakeholders. In the initial 
stages of the tier in late 2012, we conducted a literature 
review to situate the School of Media and Communication 
context within a broader framework of interdisciplinary 
learning. We then utilized workshops, focus groups, and 
interviews to capture staff experiences and perceptions 
of interdisciplinarity and map these against our literature 
review. In 2013, we refined our models of interdisciplinary 
Grassroots Grassroots, because for long-term 
success, initiatives must be driven from 
the ground-up.
Inclusive Inclusive of staff, academic and 
professional, and of students: each 
is central to the development, 
implementation and sustainability of the 
project.
Iterative Iterative, integrating cycles of reflection 
and evaluation into every stage of the 
research, as guided by an action research 
methodology.
practice before engaging in a second round of interviews, 
workshops, focus groups with staff and students.
Process
In 2013 The Belonging Project began to research and 
develop a series of resources for Phase Three: Focus on the 
Interdisciplinary Experience.  We examined the existing 
literature on interdisciplinary learning; mapped existing 
practice with the School of Media and Communication; 
and worked with staff and students to develop models of 
interdisciplinary learning and teaching that are appropriate 
to our School context. We took into consideration student 
desires, the rapidly changing industry and tertiary sectors, 
and the challenges facing staff who may already be 
suffering from change fatigue.  
In 2013 we also continued to evaluate and adapt the five 
Focus on the First Year Experience pilot initiatives (see 
2012 Belonging Project Report) and to advocate for the 
recommendations relating to these initiatives.  
In contrast to Tier One: Focus on the First Year Experience, 
which was largely pilot-driven, The Belonging Project’s 
Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience has focused 
primarily on mapping and modelling of interdisciplinary 
practice within the School and developing resources to 
support interdisciplinarity. We have employed a feedback 
loop to investigate, document, and disseminate models of 
interdisciplinary practice within the School:
1. Developing a Model of Interdisciplinary Practice
(October 2012)
2. Staff Engagement: Testing Assumptions /  
Mapping Practices
(November 2012- February 2013)
3. Refining a Model of Interdisciplinary Practice 
(early 2013)
4. Student Engagement: Focus Groups and  
Data Analysis
(September-November 2013)
5. Professional Staff Engagement: Testing the Model 
(September-October 2013)
6. Academic Staff Engagement: Re-testing the Model 
(November 2013)
7. Case Studies: Mapping Practice
(November 2013-February 2014)
8. Development and Dissemination of Resources 
(November 2013-present)
1
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Stage One: Developing a Model of Interdisciplinary Practice
In the initial stages of The Belonging Project’s transition 
from Tier One: Focus on the First Year Experience to Tier 
Two: Focus on the Interdisciplinary Experience (ICP), the 
team conducted a literature review in order to discover 
how other institutions have approached interdisciplinary 
curriculum design and the potential challenges likely to 
arise in our context.  This literature also served as the basis 
for a summary report disseminated within the School, 
Thinking About Interdisciplinarity (Morieson, 2012). This report 
was intended to facilitate a meaningful conversation about 
perceptions and practices of interdisciplinarity.  
Defining interdisciplinary practice
The report began by noting that a discussion of 
interdisciplinarity must necessarily begin with a clear 
understanding of disciplinary structures (Krishnan, 2009). 
It then used Cronin’s (2008, p. 4) typology to define and 
situate interdisciplinarity within a spectrum of collaborative 
practices including: multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, 
transdisciplinary, and integrative approaches. Using a 
range of written and visually representative examples, The 
Belonging Project team attempted to highlight the ways 
in which these approaches might be pedagogically and 
experientially distinct.
Making the case for interdisciplinarity
The summary report then set out to “make the case” for 
interdisciplinary teaching and learning. The team argued 
that while disciplinary identification and specialization is 
on the increase (Becher and Trowler, p. 14) interdisciplinary 
learning and teaching “counters narrow specialization 
and fragmented curricula [and] can be a unifying and 
integrating force” (Grossman, Wineburg and Scott,  
2000, p. 2).  
Moreover, as Grossman, Wineburg and Scott (2000, p. 
2) note, “the world does not come neatly packaged in 
bundles.” In encouraging students to engage with complex 
issues that challenge the boundaries of their disciplinary 
skill sets, interdisciplinary practice reflects real world 
problems and their solutions. For this reason in the 
summary report, The Belonging Project team argued in 
line with Messer (2012) that rather than detracting from 
the forms of expertise generated in disciplinary practice-
led models, interdisciplinary learning can foreground 
process and methods. This can to lead to richer disciplinary 
knowledge, creative innovation and improved  
employment outcomes. 
Problems with interdisciplinarity from  
the literature
The summary report was careful to note that 
interdisciplinarity is not without its challenges. In this 
initial stage of research and dissemination, The Belonging 
Project team focused on three categories of obstacles: those 
focused on definition, structure, and perception.
1. Definition 
Staff (and/or students) may struggle to understand 
precisely what interdisciplinary learning entails. This 
may result in ineffective communication of learning 
objectives or pedagogical slippages between forms 
of collaboration (e.g. multidisciplinary learning and 
interdisciplinary learning).   
A separate but related issue may arise when students 
do not have a clear enough idea of disciplinarity, 
let alone inter-disciplinarity. With careful scaffolding 
interdisciplinary collaboration may be introduced 
into the curriculum. That said, students struggling to 
understand the methods and conceptual frameworks 
of their own discipline, may not have a clear enough 
understanding of the boundaries and expectations 
of their discipline to effectively participate in 
interdisciplinary learning.
2. Structure 
For staff planning or supporting interdisciplinary 
curriculum development, interdisciplinary teaching 
and learning may pose practical challenges. In its initial 
stages, interdisciplinary curriculum development may 
be more time-intensive than its disciplinary counter-
part. It takes time to do it properly – and teachers  
are time-poor.   
Throughout the curriculum development and delivery 
period, interdisciplinarity can be a conflict-ridden 
process. Staff must work to balance disciplinary 
needs, individual egos, and student anxieties with the 
collaborative process. Interdisciplinary curriculum 
design may require effective communication and 
explicit confrontation of problems as they arise. 
3. Perception 
One of the most considerable challenges to 
interdisciplinary learning and teaching is the 
scepticism it may engender. Disciplinary allegiances 
and structures run deep. Individual staff members 
or students may resist interdisciplinary research or 
Figure: An example of the ways in which collaborative practices may be 
distinguished (US National Academy of Sciences, 2004, p. 29) 
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collaboration for fear that it will somehow diminish or 
encroach upon their disciplinary work.   
Others may believe that there is not enough evidence 
to support a role for interdisciplinarity in a formal 
curriculum already under pressure to deliver an 
increasing level of specialist skills within the three-year 
undergraduate life.  Even those who see a space for 
indisciplinary learning and teaching in the curriculum, 
may perceive it as just ‘the next big thing’.
Practical strategies / examples of best practice
For those interested in developing interdisciplinary 
opportunities, but unclear about where to start, The 
Belonging Project’s summary report offers a number of 
practical strategies from the literature. Golding (2009) 
outlines basic techniques that are recommended for 
interdisciplinary teaching:
1. Choose a team of expert academic teachers and 
interdisciplinarians,
2. Coordinate perspectives and approaches,
3. Ensure tutors and tutorials are of the highest standard,
4. Coordinate administrative details,
5. Address and manage expectations,
6. Plan the subject in explicit detail. 
With careful planning, interdisciplinarity can be 
introduced to the student experience in a range of 
ways from simple activities in the classroom to radical 
reconceptualization of the student timetable and mode of 
learning. Examples that are relevant to the School include:
• Interdisciplinary courses – purposefully bringing 
together students from two or more different disciplines 
to work on shared problems/projects for the duration of a 
semester.  
• Interdisciplinary class projects – bringing together 
students from a range of different programs and 
disciplinary backgrounds to work in a group on a common 
problem for an assessment task.
• Interdisciplinary capstone collaboration – coordinating 
or providing opportunities for collaboration on a more 
substantial assessment task or capstone project. 
• Opportunities for student-led collaboration – 
providing a time and space for students from a range of 
disciplines to meet and develop productive collaborative 
relationships, e.g. speed dating, networking nights. 
• Informal skills workshops – these are intentionally 
designed to be broad, to cut across disciplines and cohorts, 
and allow students to embed new or traditionally “outside 
of the discipline” skills within disciplinary practice. 
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Stage Two: Staff Engagement / Testing the Model
In November 2012, The Belonging Project team invited 
members of staff to a workshop to explore questions raised 
in the summary report and assess a path forward. Twenty 
academic and professional staff members representing 
thirteen distinct program or professional areas in the 
VE, Undergraduate, and Postgraduate sectors attended 
the workshop. The Belonging Project Research Officer 
facilitated a critically reflective discussion of key questions 
related to the program needs:
Key questions asked of staff
1. What does interdisciplinarity mean for your course/
program/discipline?
2. What challenges does interdisciplinarity present? What 
opportunities? 
3. In what guises is it already present (in your course/
program/discipline)?
4. If it isn’t present, how could you envisage 
incorporating it? 
5. Or, if it is present, how could current efforts be 
extended?  
6. What form of support could we offer you to – guidance, 
training, assistance making links, or financial – to 
initiate, improve or extend an interdisciplinary 
experience for your students?
Individual program/area staff member responses were 
recorded in order to map and thematically analyse the 
specificity of the School context in greater detail.
What our staff identified as concerns 
1. Definitional issues: What do these mean to  
school staff
• “Interdisciplinary” was seen as a relative term that 
was often used imprecisely.
• Because the School is already very 
“multidisciplinary”, there was some confusion about 
the value added by interdisciplinary offerings. 
• There was a general lack of clarity over where 
existing opportunities fell on the  
multi/inter/trans spectrum.
• The set-up of interdisciplinary activities is important 
and needs to be well-briefed at an early stage so 
students can get used to the idea and understand the 
objectives of interdisciplinary learning. 
• There was a query over whether there was a 
spectrum of interdisciplinarity that could be 
embedded within programs.
• Some staff members posited whether collaborative is 
a more appropriate term than “interdisciplinary”.
2. Structure: considerations and barriers
• Staff highlighted the need for careful thought and 
planning the timing of interdisciplinary activities 
within the curriculum.  They expressed a wariness of 
retrofitting the curriculum.
• Course structures differ between programs. 
Interdisciplinarity might require different assessment 
tasks for students from each program.
• Some staff members pondered whether there might 
be a need to structure interdisciplinary experiences 
so as to make sure to bring the experience “back to 
safe disciplinary space”.
• Creative programs – for example the Animation 
program – don’t want to be involved in collaboration 
in a way that sets them up as ‘service disciplines’ or 
the ‘pack horses’ for other people’s ideas. 
3. School Perceptions
• Some programs in the School are part of fields that 
are still trying to establish themselves as disciplines 
and establish their own theoretical boundaries. 
These fields were concerned that interdisciplinary 
collaboration might be a barrier to disciplinary 
legitimacy.
• There was apprehension that good will and 
communication would not be sufficient to ensure an 
effective collaboration.
• There was also concern that even in small 
multidisciplinary groups with the potential for self-
nominated interdisciplinary projects students would 
simply ‘stick together’.
In response to the concerns and suggestions raised in the 
first staff workshop, The Belonging Project team engaged 
in further research to refine our interdisciplinary artefact 
in preparation for further dialogue with staff and students.  
In addition, in early 2013 we facilitated “interdisciplinary 
speed-dating” events to support collaboration and dialogue 
within and across the School.
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Stage Three: Refining a Model of Interdisciplinary  
Practice in a School
In 2013, in light of our analysis of the narrative data from 
the November 2012 staff workshop, The Belonging Project 
team worked on a new “interdisciplinary artefact” to define 
and represent the range of experiences that occur within 
the School of Media and Communication. In mid-2013, The 
Belonging Project produced a brief that further defined 
the categories of interdisciplinary learning represented in 
the School and situated these within a broader scholarly 
context. A summary of the categories outlined in the 2013 
brief is: 
What we think it looks like in our School
1. Disciplinary, bounded fields defined by their specific 
frames of reference, traditional objects of study, 
theoretical canons, technologies, and methodologies 
(Cronin, 2008: 3).  
2. Multidisciplinary, “experts” from each area 
communicate and work alongside those from other 
areas, but they work within their disciplinary area 
(see e.g. Rutherford, 2005).
3. Cross-disciplinary, brings together discrete 
disciplines for the purpose of addressing an issue or 
area of mutual interest each discipline attempts to 
frame the common issue within the language and 
discourses of the other (Hulme and Toye, 2006; Grigg, 
1999).
4. Participatory, expands on the types and sources 
of expertise drawn upon by extending its circle of 
engagement outside of the academic arena to industry 
partners, but does not seek to create new knowledge 
(Weaver and Cousins, 2007). (See page 25).
5. Interdisciplinary, requires not only disciplinary 
knowledge, but also the development of cultural 
competencies that facilitate the creation of new 
knowledge, theory, and concepts that extend and 
transform disciplinary boundaries (Wood, 2007).
6. Transdisciplinary, draws on both academic and 
non-academic expertise by involving stakeholders 
in disciplines and industry to create new ways of 
framing knowledge, innovative practices, and the 
novel theories and discourses (OECD, 1998).
In addition to defining types of practice, the 2013 brief 
included an easily digestible framework that outlined 
strengths and challenges of each respective category and 
simple strategies for maximizing the effectiveness of each 
approach (See Appendix 3).
Like the 2012 summary report, this was disseminated to 
staff within the School of Media and Communication.  Staff 
members were invited to comment on the brief and offer 
suggestions for its revision. Perhaps in part due to change 
fatigue around MC2015 and the SLC restructure, circulation 
of the document yielded a very low response rate.
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Stage Four: Student Engagement via Focus Groups  
and Data Analysis
While The Belonging Project team worked to gain traction 
for interdisciplinary experiences with the School of Media 
and Communication staff, we also began to document 
student perceptions of interdisciplinarity in the School. In 
the first instance, we approached students enrolled in the 
School’s Interdisciplinary Communication Project (ICP)
course offering. Students were invited to one-hour long  
focus groups.  
Though the initial response rate for the focus groups 
exceeded 40% of the enrolment, a significantly lower 
number of students actually participated in the focus 
groups. When asked why they had not attended the focus 
groups in which they enrolled, students, like staff, reported 
a degree of change and survey fatigue. This is consistent 
with the experiences of staff conducting research on other 
projects. It represents a genuine challenge for  
co-creation processes. 
Student perceptions: what our students said
The students who participated in the ICP focus groups, and 
later in discussions while being interviewed during the 
End of Year Festival of Events, were able to articulate their 
perceptions of interdisciplinary opportunities in the School. 
Students within the School of Media and Communication 
identified the value of these opportunities to the Belonging 
team. From their perspective, the coming together of 
individuals of different backgrounds, different disciplines, 
and different perspectives results in a creative environment 
in which “the ideas are going to be more comprehensive”.  
Such environments may also be “more honest” in that 
individual and disciplinary limitations and strengths may 
become more apparent to students and allow for greater 
self-reflection.
As a third year Professional Communication student 
highlighted with respect to interdisciplinary learning in the 
classroom setting: 
“Sometimes it will create debate but often it will create 
strength, and stronger ideas and outcomes because you have 
different people leading into it. I think that collaboration is key.” 
To students these experiences reflect “how real life works” 
as well as how “people work with different people in jobs 
and in industry” and “even just in general life”.
The benefits of interdisciplinary approaches identified 
by students in the School correspond to those identified in 
extensive research conducted elsewhere. For instance, in his 
survey of program directors in the United States, William 
Newell (1990: 70) found that students who participated in 
interdisciplinary courses and programs, showed:
1. More sensitivity to ethical issues
2. Ability to synthesise or integrate information
3. Enlarged perspectives and greater awareness of 
communal issues
4. More creative, original, and unconventional thinking 
5. More humility and listening skills
6. Greater sensitivity to bias
These skills and characteristics may enhance and improve 
the student’s experience within the cohort, within the 
classroom, and as a member of diverse global community.  
The benefits are not limited to the interdisciplinary 
experience but feedback to the disciplinary core and extend 
beyond the University to graduates’ professional lives.
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Stage Five: Academic Support Staff Engagement /  
Testing the Model
In addition to approaching students, The Belonging Project 
team invited Library Liaisons, Study and Learning Centre 
(SLC) Advisors, and College Senior Advisor Learning & 
Teaching (SALT) representatives to strategize an approach 
to interdisciplinary experiences within the School. Six 
representatives of these areas joined The Belonging Project 
team for a workshop. We presented our evolving model of 
interdisciplinary practice and existing data to  
the participants.  
Impact of Australian Qualifications Framework 
needs verses student experience
Workshop participants initially expressed concerns over the 
place of interdisciplinary experience vis a vis generic skills 
given the Australian Qualifications Framework’s increasing 
focus on literacy and numeracy. However, they expressed 
their understanding that an evolving tertiary sector climate 
suggested an increasing need for universities to engage with 
broad interdisciplinary approaches in order to  
remain competitive.
This workshop yielded specific suggestions for further 
development of Tier Two: Focus on the Interdisciplinary 
Experience, that have since been incorporated into The 
Belonging Project’s approach to interdisciplinarity. These 
suggestions included a request to explore “non-traditional” 
opportunities for interdisciplinary engagement with the 
informal curriculum. For example, it was that library 
training sessions might be used by clusters as spaces 
for interdisciplinary opportunities. In addition, it was 
recommended that a further exploration of the distinctions 
between group work and project work might help 
approaches to the interdisciplinary practice.
Stage Six: Academic Staff Engagement /  
Re-testing the Model
The second academic staff workshop was held in November 
2013. It was attended by thirteen staff representing ten 
programs in VE, UG, PG. Eight staff members who had 
attended the November 2012 workshop were present.  
The half-day workshop was split into two sections. In the 
first half, The Belonging Project team reported back on our 
revised model of interdisciplinary practice, data collected 
about existing interdisciplinary collaborations within the 
School, and student and professional staff perceptions and 
recommendations. In the second half of the workshop, staff 
members were invited to critique The Belonging Project’s 
revised model and to offer critical reflections on their 
program’s engagement with, and plans for, interdisciplinary 
learning under the MC2015 curriculum redevelopment.  
They were also asked to propose resources that could be 
developed to facilitate their engagement  
with interdisciplinarity.
Working in groups of three or four, staff members first 
assessed the revised artefact. Almost universally, staff 
present rejected the inclusion of the “participatory” 
category. It was argued that virtually all courses, and 
certainly all programs within the School, are to some extent 
“participatory” as they strongly embed industry partners 
and perceptions within their design. The other categories in 
the artefact were seen as valuable and more  
clearly differentiated.
In reflecting on the place of each approach with 
the student lifecycle, staff questioned whether 
interdisciplinarity was a universally achievable opportunity 
within the limitations of the three-year undergraduate 
lifecycle. Instead, some staff members present argued that 
interdisciplinary learning might more comfortably fit 
within the Honours framework and that transdisciplinary 
engagement was more likely to occur with higher-
level postgraduate offerings. Other staff members, 
however, expressed concerns over unnecessarily limiting 
undergraduate experiences. Two members of staff in 
particular were adamant that advanced undergraduate 
students should have the opportunity to “opt in” to truly 
interdisciplinary opportunities.
What our staff needs to support  
interdisciplinary experiences
In terms of resources for the facilitation of interdisciplinary 
experiences, staff made two primary requests:
1. Resources for the facilitation of staff ‘interdisciplinary 
match-making’
2. Case studies or vignettes that the captured 
the experiences of those already engaged in 
interdisciplinary teaching  
and learning
These recommendations reflected a belief that 
interdisciplinarity required a focus on staff perceptions 
rather than on student skills or engagement. As one staff 
member noted, “Students are only here for three years, the 
longevity of these opportunities requires a focus on staff 
culture”.
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Stage Seven: Mapping Practice Case Studies
Seizing on the recommendation for case studies raised in 
the November 2013 academic staff workshop, The Belonging 
Project team investigated options for capturing in richer 
detail the experiences of those engaged in interdisciplinary 
teaching. We explored the possibility of developing a form 
for self-documentation that could be shared via an existing 
weblink (e.g. The Belonging Project website). Given our 
previous experiences with “survey fatigue” and the time 
sensitive nature of curriculum re-development in light of 
MC2015, we decided against this approach.  
We also mooted the possibility of collecting and sharing 
individual course vignettes. However, early indications from 
staff present at the workshop indicated an unease with 
revealing “warts and all” experiences, if such experiences 
could be readily identified. “Rose-tinted” case studies would 
have been of questionable value to a staff cohort interested 
in real world experiences of interdisciplinary practice.    
Ultimately, we decided to interview key interdisciplinary 
champions about their experiences and compile these into 
a single “uber case study”. It was believed that this could 
capture the lived experience of interdisciplinarity without 
revealing the identities of the participants. 
Interdisciplinary champions’ knowledge in the 
School
We approached staff members in seven programs 
and conducted in-depth interviews with staff from 
five programs. The programs were drawn from VE, 
Undergraduate, and Postgraduate. Four of the programs 
ran project focused, industry driven courses as their 
“interdisciplinary opportunities”. The same questions were 
asked of all staff members interviewed (see Appendix 2).  
The data has been compiled and subsequently mapped 
against student interview data from The Belonging Project’s 
student focus groups in 2011, 2012, and 2013.
The interview questions centred on three stages of 





These categories structure the “uber case study” that will 
be disseminated as part of The Belonging Project’s package 
of interdisciplinary resources.
Themes identified by staff
The key themes that emerged from analysis of the case 
study interviews are outlined below:
1. Curriculum Design
• While literature emphasizes the role of team 
teaching and dynamics therein, only one of the case 
study courses involved team teaching
• Most opportunities are driven by industry /  
outside partners
• Staff often serve “as brokers to industry”
• In part because of the needs of outside partners, most 
opportunities had very short development periods
• Time intensive nature due to short time lines
2. Curriculum Delivery
• Assessment was often reflective and/or role defined
• Most experiences involved students from VE, UG, and 
PG and included students from outside of the School 
(and outside of creative disciplines)
• Need for “extra” resources primarily in the form of 
equipment and specialist workshops
• First year students were often successful participants
3. Curriculum Evaluation
• Most projects were “passion projects” but were 
generally as rewarding for staff as for students
• Very few opportunities are regularly repeated in the 
same format or with the same structure
• While students were given opportunities to reflect 
during course, there was little capturing of reflection 
or follow up
4. Requests 
• Need for increased funding to support special needs 
of interdisciplinary subjects
• Request for greater flexibility for short design periods 
or recognition of informal opportunities 
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Stage Eight: Dissemination of Resources
The Belonging Project team has disseminated aspects of 
our research on Tier Two: Focus on the Interdisciplinary 
Experience as part of an ongoing process of co-creation.  
The summary report and brief were circulated to staff in 
the School of Media and Communication. Likewise, insights 
from our focus groups, interviews, and workshops have 
been fed back to relevant stakeholders through workshops 
and forums.  
Resources for staff 
One of our specific aims for this tier was to develop a 
resource pack including an interdisciplinary artefact, case 
studies, assessment templates, and course design resources.  
During the course of our initial research into the third 
tier of The Belonging Project Narrative Model, Focus on 
the Global Experience, we identified an overlap between 
resources for the interdisciplinary and global tiers. For 
this reason, rather than disseminating multiple resource 
packs that might give the impression of self-contained tiers, 
operating independently of one another, we have decided to 
create a range of resources across the three tiers of  
the project.
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Tier One in 2013: 
Development and 
Evaluation of the 
Focus on the First Year 
Experience Initiatives  
in 2013
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Tier One in 2013: Development and 
Evaluation of the Focus on the First Year 
Experience Initiatives in 2013
In 2013 we continued to evaluate and adapt the five Focus on 
the First Year Experience pilot initiatives and to advocate for 
the recommendations presented in our 2012 report.
These five key pilot initiatives centred around key areas 
of social and academic transition in the student life cycle 
including initial entry, semester transitions, and end of year 
transitions:
1. Coordinated Orientation Week Activities
2. Cohort Day Out
3. Student Informal Spaces
4. Academic Transition Initiatives
5. End of Year Festival of Events and Exhibition
Outlined below is the development and evaluation that 
occurred in 2013 that relates to each of these initiatives.  
For detailed information and background on the initiatives 
please refer to the 2012 report.
Initiative 1: Coordinated Orientation Week Activities
Program Orientation 
Program Orientation continues to be a critically important 
aspect of the social and academic experience of first year 
students. In 2013, we noted that all undergraduate programs 
once again offered a Program Orientation. This allowed 
students within a single cohort the opportunity to receive 
standardized information about the program structure, 
expectations, and internal policies. It was an important 
social experience allowing students to begin the process 
of mingling with and connecting to classmates in a setting 
outside of the classroom. Data from the Student Experience 
Survey indicates that 91.45% of those who attended a Program 
Orientation found the orientation to be useful.
However, as with the first iteration, problems with 
consistency of Program Orientation planning, format, and 
content persist. Because information is rarely shared across 
programs, there is little consistency in the experience of 
Program Orientation within the School.  
While we are not recommending that a rigid “one size fits 
all” structure be imposed upon each program, increased 
dialogue and knowledge sharing may be needed to ensure 
that the pedagogical objectives of Program Orientations 
are achieved for students within all programs. Moreover, 
increasing openness between Programs might ease some 
pressures of Program Orientation planning and assist the 
development of shared Program Orientation resources.  
The Orientation Passport was discontinued in 2013 as 
data from the first iteration demonstrated low levels of 
engagement and interest in this initiative.  
School Welcome
In 2013, over 700 students attended the School Welcome.  
This represents a one hundred per cent increase from 2012.  
This marks the School Welcome as a unique opportunity to 
introduce students to the narrative of belonging within the 
larger community of the School of Media  
and Communication.
In an attempt to capitalize on the enthusiasm expressed 
by the 2012 cohort and to increase the effectiveness and 
reach of the School Welcome, The Belonging Project team 
worked with staff in the School to implement a series  
of changes. 
New developments 
In 2013, the venue for the School was changed to Storey Hall 
in an attempt to highlight the “heart” of the City campus 
and to make it easier for students to participate in the full 
range of orientation activities.
In this iteration, we also attempted to address the 
concerns of focus group participants from previous 
years who suggested areas for improvement in the 
implementation of the initiative. For example, in previous 
years School Welcome speakers were, if generally inviting 
and enthusiastic, not always able to deliver clear and 
targeted messages that shaped a holistic narrative of the 
School. In response to this, we encouraged a more consistent 
and thorough briefing of speakers, who are mostly second 
and third year undergraduates. Importantly, the School 
Welcome also provides an informal opportunity for the 
School community to reflect on the School’s shared core values. 
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The speakers:
• Introduced the identity of the school through their 
energy and 
• Effective communication skills
• Grounded Students within the School and broadening 
their horizons
• Engaged, entertained, and contextualized their own 
student experiences
• Increased awareness of academic and co-curricular 
services/opportunities 
• Communicated key messages of engagement, 
networking, collaboration, community, and 
commitment
Improvements for 2014
Overall, the School Welcome was well received, however, 
it was not without challenges. There are further changes 
needed to improve the consistency and cohesion of the 
initiative:  
• Student speakers need better briefs in order to ensure 
that the key messages of the event are clear and  
easily understood
• The School Welcome should be linked better to Big 
O Day and other orientation activities within the 
University in order to give students a sense of belonging 
to a larger institutional community
• Staff and organizers should ensure that the 
messages relating to new students are consistent 
with the pedagogical transitions needed to establish 
interdisciplinary collaborations and global aspirations 
and do not undermine these through overemphasis of 
competitiveness between programs
Mid-Year Welcome
For Semester 2 entrants the School Welcome may be 
the singular opportunity students have for an informal 
but structured introduction to the School of Media and 
Communication. While all programs now run Program 
Orientations for Semester 1 students, this is not yet the 
norm for mid-year entrants.  
These students face not only the usual transition 
challenges, but also the added pressure of integrating into 
established cohorts, without the benefit of the kinds of 
coordinated orientation events that were designed to ease 
the social and academic transitions of first year students.  
For this reason, The Belonging Project team has worked to 
ensure the availability of a Mid-Year School Welcome.
New Developments
In 2013, we played a central part in the organization of the 
event. We also sent an evaluator to the event who made 
observations and conducted informal interviews with 
participants. The Belonging Project’s role in administering 
the Mid-Year Welcome has given our team insight into both 
the considerable challenges to the welcome event and its 
enduring importance.  
Of 311 commencing students (81 UG, 169 PG, 61 VE) in the 
School of Media and Communication’s mid-year intake, 
18 students attended the Mid-Year Welcome. Of these, the 
overwhelming majority of attendees were commencing 
postgraduate students. The majority of attendees indicated 
that the timetabling of the Mid-Year Welcome was critical 
to their decision to attend; this emphasizes that while many 
students are open to attending such orientation events, the 
timing of the events must be practical and convenient. 
The greatest success of the Mid-Year Welcome was to 
provide an opportunity for networking among student 
cohorts and between students and academic transition 
services. In 2013, the host venue was changed to a venue 
which facilitated more informal interactions. During 
the informal discussions that followed the more formal 
academic services presentation, many students resolved 
housing issues, found legal advice, wellbeing support and 
exchanged industry information. Students who attended 
reported that the event was valuable to both their academic 
and social transitions.
Improvements for 2014
The single most significant challenge to the Mid-Year 
Welcome is to encourage attendance. This issue requires 
both practical and strategic innovation in order to increase 
the reach of the welcome event in future years.  From a 
practical perspective, given the complexities of timetabling 
during the relevant period in the academic calendar, it 
may be necessary to offer alternative iterations in order to 
connect with a larger number of students. Alternatively, 
the Mid-Year Welcome may need to be connected at the 
program level to a social event to encourage attendance and 
facilitate further social integration of mid-year entrants.  
For future iterations, organizers will need to carefully 
examine the timetable and the strategic objectives of the 
event in order to find a time that maximizes both its reach 
and benefits.
In addition, we need to work with program staff to ensure 
the Mid-Year Welcome is embedded at a program level 
and that students are encouraged to attend within their 
programs. Embedding the event, however, may require a 
shift in staff culture. Currently few programs are actively 
promoting the event and staff attendance at the event was 
extremely low, especially when compared to the School 
Welcome in Semester 1. Other than presenters, only two 
staff members attended the event in 2013.
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Initiative 2: Cohort Day Out
Analysis of case studies from 2012 suggested the Cohort 
Day Out pilot was very well-received and had a significant 
impact on building a sense of belonging and confidence 
within the relevant cohorts. Staff reported that the Cohort 
Day Out was successful in building core competencies and 
in contributing to a sense of disciplinary identity.  Students 
found the initiative to be beneficial in supporting the 
ongoing transition they faced. The pilot had the added 
benefit of being low cost and relatively easy to organize (for 
further discussion see, Report 2012: Phase Two: Focus on 
the First Year Experience and our 2014 article ‘Belonging in 
the first year: a creative discipline cohort case study’ in the 
International Journal of First Year Education,  
(Araújo et al, 2014).
Both of the original participating programs, Creative 
Writing and Photography, organized a second iteration of 
the Cohort Day Out initiative in 2013. The Belonging Project 
monitored and evaluated this using a range of methods 
including interviews and student feedback to assess the 
ongoing impact of the initiative.
New Developments
Case study 1: Creative Writing
In 2013, the Cohort Day Out activity in the Creative Writing 
program returned to Queen Victoria Market following 
a similar format to the 2012 iteration. Despite the fact 
that the non-required excursion was held on a public 
holiday, the Cohort Day Out experienced an increase in 
participation rates: 75% of eligible students participated as 
opposed to 70% in the first year of the initiative. Staff and 
students attributed this to two factors:
1. The success of the 2012 initiative had created general 
enthusiasm for a fun, off-campus experience.
2. The inclusion of a small monetary incentive reportedly 
made students “feel valued by the University”.
Indeed, students from Creative Writing reported that 
Cohort Day Out experience had facilitated connections 
with other members of the cohort and allowed individuals 
the opportunity to develop both confidence and a sense of 
academic skills literacy in an organic way.  In the words of 
the course coordinator, “This [approach] enabled a mingling 
of students from different backgrounds and subgroups to 
get to know one another and share their experience of the 
city”.
Case study 2: Photography
In 2013 first year students in the Photography program 
were also once again given the opportunity to attend an 
informal, co-curricular Cohort Day Out at Hanging Rock.  
Like Creative Writing, Photography has seen an increase in 
the attendance rate at its Cohort Day Out, with virtually all 
first year students now participating. 
The Cohort Day Out experience was promoted to first year 
students:
1. At the Program Orientation, via a program promotional 
video, and by the program 
2. On a Facebook page during the first two weeks of the 
semester 
In week three the students took a day trip to Hanging 
Rock with other members of the cohort. Photography’s 
approach was heavily focused on social transitions and 
pastoral connections.  In the words of the Cohort Day Out 
coordinator the experience is “an opportunity to bond and 
get comfortable with one another”.
In line with its emphasis on cohort building, a unique 
aspect of the Photography Cohort Day Out was that it also 
served as an opportunity to establish inter-generational 
cohort links. While the event was designed for first year 
students, twelve pre-selected second years attended as peer-
to-peer mentors. Each mentor was assigned approximately 
five first year students from a range of local, interstate, 
and international backgrounds. These mentoring groups 
were then maintained and fostered beyond the excursion 
through regular cohort barbecues and informal social 
gatherings. This program-based facilitation of peer-to-peer 
connection is one of the most notable strengths of the 
program’s approach to the Cohort Day Out and transition.
Another important highlight of the Photography 
program’s approach to Cohort Day Out is that the program 
has been successful in embedding the initiative in its 
annual operating budget:
“Having that understanding of belonging and The Belonging 
Project within the School of Media and Communication means 
that when I put in a generated budget line saying I want so 
much in the budget for belonging projects, [the administration] 
understands. I think it’s important because sure we can cut 
back on so many things, but I don’t see [initiatives aimed at 
increasing student belonging] as a luxury. I see it as a necessity 
for the program and I think it’s important that these kind 
activities are recognized… We should make sure that these 
things are maintained.”
In the view of the Coordinator, Cohort Day Out and 
similar informal transition activities were essential 
initiatives that enabled students “to feel that they belonged 
to a program”.
What is needed to make the Cohort Day Out 
work
Budget and Time
While the inclusion of Belonging initiatives within the 
program budget ensures that support is available for a 
sustained approach to transition within the budget year, 
time constraints and staffing remain formidable obstacles 
to the long-term sustainability of the initiative.  
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Program Structure to support sustainability
As with Creative Writing, the Photography Cohort Day 
Out is largely dependent on a single staff member and is 
therefore vulnerable. In order for this initiative to achieve 
long-term sustainability it is necessary for it to become 
embedded within the program structure rather than being 
the project of any one individual.  
Scaffolded Pedagogy
From a pedagogical perspective, the Cohort Day Out built 
upon academic skills embedded in the formal curriculum 
the first weeks of the first year. It drew on these and 
expanded them beyond the formal curriculum through a 
fun, city-based activity that introduced collaboration. The 
Cohort Day Out was, in this way, part of ongoing, iterative 
process of embedding student belonging.  Its greatest 
strength is the way in which it accommodates the multiple 
transitions—social, cultural, academic—and variations in 
individual experiences and needs by extending the focus on 
transition beyond Orientation Week.  
Conclusions and Challenges
The second iteration of the Cohort Day Out was even more 
successful than the first in achieving these objectives.  
What changed:
• Minor changes to the format, particularly in the way 
that groups were assigned allowed the Cohort Day Out 
activity to be more closely tied to academic/classroom 
transitions. 
• Groups were assigned with sensitivity to timetabling 
so as to ensure that collaborations begun during the 
Cohort Day Out could contribute to in-class activity.
The challenges of coordinating a successful Cohort Day 
Out are not insignificant, however. While the initiative 
is effective in part because it is low-cost and relatively 
easy to design, the implementation and sustainability 
of the initiative face some obstacles. In the case of 
Creative Writing, securing funding for the initiative of 
approximately $200 per annum remains a challenge.  
Despite the success of the pilot and consistently positive 
feedback from students, the program has yet to embed the 
Cohort Day Out within its already tight budget. For this 
reason, funding is dependent on late appeals to  
School administrators.  
In addition, there is a genuine burden of coordination in a 
climate in which staffing is limited and staff workloads are 
high. The Cohort Day Out has rested almost entirely on the 
passion and dedication of one or two staff members. Staff 
fatigue is also a growing concern and may challenge the 
long-term sustainability of this initiative.
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Initiative 3: Student Informal Spaces 
Since its refurbishment by The Belonging Project and 
Property Services in 2012, the Student Atelier Space has 
become a “cultural hub” of the School. The refurbishment 
was carried out in response to student focus groups in 
which students identified a desire for a more inviting 
informal space over which they could feel a sense of 
ownership. Students have reported that “the transformation 
was amazing” and that the space “filled a gap” in the public 
spaces of the University. It has become an important space 
for collaboration and has been used by students and for 
cohort activities throughout the year including private 
study, group work, socialising, preparing meals and student-
led exhibitions and industry events. 
In student interviews conducted between September and 
December 2013, students reported routinely using the space 
for group work and informal meetings and collaborations.  
It was seen to be important in that:
• This culture of collaboration and interaction was 
central to student perceptions of the space.  
• Programs increasingly utilized the space in a semi-
formal capacity. For example, in 2013 it was used for 
a Student Mobility Competition, the Global Exchange 
forum, and Communication Design’s end of year 
exhibition.  
Echoing the sentiment of others, one student noted that,  
“the Level 2 area is great because people all collaborate 
in the same spot”. Yet the student noted that still more 
can be done to maximize the impact of the space, “Maybe 
more could be done where more student events are run 
sometimes in Level 2”. 
Suggestions included Student “TED” style talks to facilitate 
knowledge-transfer between student cohorts, project 
initiatives, student-led skills workshops, and informal 
gatherings.
In our 2013 evaluation of the Student Informal Spaces 
Initiative connections between interdisciplinary learning 
and informal spaces also became evident. For some the 
space was a space to develop an appreciation of the work of 
students in other degree programs: 
“The Atelier space is definitely somewhere where you come in 
contact with people doing the other degrees and you might 
share a bit of work with them just to get a different perspective 
or you might get to know them as mates or somewhere you 
just overhear things of what people are saying and you go “Oh 
that’s interesting”. It’s always a bit fascinating to see other 
people working through their own projects. You’re like “They 
know how to do that,” so that’s fun.”
For other students the space has became an important 
space for co-curricular collaboration and testing ground for 
interdisciplinary connections. It is a space in which students 
approach others to “get a different perspective,” workshop 
problems, and seek support in developing new skills.
During the course of 2013, The Belonging Project further 
collaborated with Property Services to respond to Atelier 
data from 2012 and to improve the space. Property Services 
was able to gather funds for a second phase refurbishment 
of the space. This work was carried out after the conclusion 
of Semester 2 and included the addition of secure lockers, 
additional seating, and tables to the space. The impact this 
refurbishment will be monitored in 2014.
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Initiative 4: Academic Transition Initiatives
The Belonging Project’s research in 2011 and 2012 
indicated that the academic transition to university was 
as challenging as the social transition for many students. 
With this in mind, the Belonging Project team worked 
with the University’s Study and Learning Centre (SLC), 
the Coordinator of the Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS) 
program, our School Library Liaison Officers, and our School 
ESL tutors to develop an Academic Transition Initiative. This 
initiative was designed to encourage students and staff to 
engage the range of University services.  
New Developments in 2013
In 2013, The Belonging Project continued to collaborate 
with various transition and academic services and consult 
where appropriate. The majority of these collaborations 
centred on interdisciplinary learning and teaching and are 
discussed earlier in this report.  
Our continued research in first year academic transitions 
indicates that many of the obstacles to the initiative first 
identified in 2012 persist. Though not unique to Library 
Services, this is exemplified in feedback from the Library 
Liaisons. During the course of Semester 1, 2013, the 
Belonging Project followed up with Library Liaisons about 
their experience of connecting to students during the 
critical first weeks of semester. Library staff reported having 
volunteered to attend Program Orientation sessions, but 
noted that many School programs were not receptive, and 
viewed Library Services as auxiliary rather than as essential 
program information. 
Though most programs did, in fact, organize Library 
sessions for first year students, these sessions were not 
always well integrated into curriculum.  
Library staff noted that while some programs give briefs 
that allow integration of Library sessions with curriculum, 
most offered little information beyond “make sure it isn’t 
too long”. This speaks to a broader issue about academic 
staff’s perception and knowledge of academic support 
services. One librarian summed up the knowledge gaps: 
“Many academics are not aware that they might not have an 
updated knowledge of the library.  Some might feel there is no 
time and possibly no great need for them to get updates on the 
library.”
Ultimately these cultural and knowledge divides do a 
disservice to all parties-- academic staff, professional staff, 
and students—as they prevent the most effective use of 
academic transition services.
New Initiative: Student Selection Data Pilot
In 2013, The Belonging Project proposed a new academic 
transition initiative to be trialled in 2014: the “Student 
Selection Data Pilot”.  The initial proposal Know Your Students 
First: Unlocking the Potential of Diverse Commencing Student 
Cohorts Using Existing Systems and Data (Lukas et al, 2013) was 
a position paper submitted to the First Year Experience and 
Transition Project Steering Committee. 
The Belonging Project argued that in order to develop 
welcoming face-to-face transition interactions, first year 
staff (both academic and professional) must know specific 
information about their commencing student cohorts before 
teaching commences. 
The proposed pilot project involved scoping the efficacy 
of data mining undergraduate student selection and 
admissions information from the point of offer. The pilot 
would test the effectiveness of this data mining process 
and resulting analysis in facilitating flexible planning of 
iterative student transition and FY curricular activities 
within Schools prior to the start of teaching. The Belonging 
Project argued that when communicated well and in a 
timely manner this information could assist FY staff in 
achieving generational and lasting change in the FYE  
at RMIT.
The Data Working Party endorsed the position paper 
in September 2013 and the proposed pilot has been 
incorporated into The Belonging Project’s 2014 initiatives.
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Initiative 5: End of Year Festival of Events and Exhibitions
End of year academic activities (EOYF) are seen as key 
academic and social transition points in the student 
lifecycle. Whereas in 2012 work on the EOYF consisted 
primarily of building relationships between internal 
institutional stakeholders, in 2013 we worked to document 
evolving practices and student perceptions. In order to 
do so, a Belonging Project staff member attended events 
organized by Communication Design, Photography, and 
Games and Animation and Media as a critical observer.  
Students, staff members, and community members in 
attendance were interviewed informally and formally as 
part of a documentation process. In addition, The Belonging 
Project produced a video of the existing events.
Interviews conducted with students in 2013 indicated that 
students see the EOYF activities primarily as an exciting 
social and academic celebration of their achievements. 
That said, many also expressed a belief that the EOYF was 
a valuable opportunity for interdisciplinary exchange 
and cross-disciplinary inspiration. One third year student 
suggested that commencing undergraduates should attend 
as many of the events as possible:
“I highly suggest going around to every single one you can 
because they’re free and they’re great to go to, to  
get inspiration.”
For students with a clear sense of their own disciplinary 
skills set, the EOYF is an opportunity to draw inspiration 
from other disciplines, laying the groundwork for 
interdisciplinary collaborations:
“It has been valuable because a lot of the game based things 
are based on photography as well, so it’s good to see the 
photography work and then translate that to games and  
vice versa.”
Event participants also expressed a view that the EOYF had 
potential for generating industry connections for exhibiting 
students, while transmitting knowledge to emerging 
practitioners:
“[It is a] day that you are working towards and something 
to polish your work up for and show to [younger peers] and 
hopefully break into the industry. It makes your work a bit more 
valuable as well.”
In this way The Belonging Project’s 2013 qualitative 
research confirms our 2012 findings about the potential of 
the EOYF as an important transition for participants and 
an opportunity for intergenerational cohort knowledge 
transfer. 
In spite of the overwhelming enthusiasm for the EOYF 
activities, the EOYF initiative has not met its full potential.  
While students who were involved in organising the 
events acknowledge that they were important leadership 
opportunities, student co-creation opportunities were 
largely confined to the immediate days before the 
exhibition. Students report a need for better coordination 
and advertising of events.
The development of the EOYF as an exercise for 
employability is also area for improvement. Very few 
students who were interviewed (with Games and 
Animation and Photography students being notable 
exceptions) recognized EOYF as an important experience 
for establishing industry connections. Moreover, the 
Higher Education sector programs and portfolios / 
viewbooks are not capturing and marketing student skills 
to external stakeholders as effectively as equivalent VE 
events. Events are well attended by students and staff, but 
underrepresented by industry. A critical issue for future 
enquiry will be to determine ways to attract and foster 
industry involvement and participation in these events.
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Appendix 1
Summary of Activities by Month in 2013
Month Activity
January
February Orientation Briefings for staff and senior students (School of Media & Communication).
Interdisciplinary Staff Workshop
‘Creating Lively Informal Student Spaces: Lessons from The Belonging Project’. Invited presentation to 
Property Services Group staff
Inaugural School of Media and Communication Learning and Teaching Forum
March Conducted School Welcome Session (Story Hall).
Commenced evaluations of Orientation initiatives.
School Cohort Day Out initiatives.
April
May
June Invited presentation to the First Year Experience and Transition Project Reference Group
July Mid-Year Student Welcome
Global Exchange Forum
FYHE Conference
August Publication in International Journal of First Year Education
Development of Interdisciplinary Artefact
September Interdisciplinary Experience focus group with academic support staff
ICP student interviews 
Position paper, Know Your Students First: Unlocking the Potential of Diverse Commencing Student 
Cohorts Using Existing Systems and Data, endorsed by First Year Experience and Transition Project 
Steering Committee
October ICP student interviews
Cohort Day Out interviews
November Teaching Award ceremony
Interdisciplinary Tier Staff Workshop
LTIF awarded
EOYF video and interviews
Collaboration with iBelong 
Presentation to Marketing
Circulation of interdisciplinary artefact to staff in School of Media and Communication
December Case Study Interviews
Belonging Project Reference Group
SISI Stage 2 refurbishment
Regular Activities
Monthly Student Cohort Experience Reference Group Meetings
School of Media & Communication L&T Committee
University Equity & Diversity Committee.
Weekly Belonging Project Team Meetings
Ad Hoc Regular planning meetings with key School staff and Student Services 
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Appendix 2
Interdisciplinary Case Study Interview Questions
Before (Development & Drivers)
1. Where did the idea for the course come from?
2. How was the course developed from the initial idea to deliverable content?
3. How was the design process structured?
a. How long did the process take?
b. How was the labor divided?
4. What were the drivers for this experience?  (e.g. pedagogy, WIL)
5. Who were the drivers? (e.g. Industry partners?)
6. Who were the participants in the planning stage?
7. What were the aims of the design process?
8. What pedagogical or practical frameworks were in place in the design?
9. Did you have or use any particular resources?  In planning?  For the students?
a. What were the positive aspects of this resource engagement?
b. What were the negative aspects of this resource engagement?
10. What were the time allocations for the relevant lecturers/tutors? 
a. Were these sufficient?  
b. Were these indicative of real time commitment?
11. Did you receive additional support to run the course? 
a. What kind of support? 
b. From whom?
During (Delivery)
1. Who ran the course? If the course was team taught, how was the teaching and administration divided?
2. How was the course structured? 
a. What was the overall structure?  
b. What was the week to week design? 
c. How were classes run within a given session?
3. Approximately how many students participated?  
a. How were the students recruited?
b. What was the disciplinary and/or sector breakdown?
4. What were your assessment tasks?  What were the percentage of final marks were allocated for each task?
a. How did this align with graduate attributes?
5. What was you process of expectation setting?
a. Were expectations revisited throughout the course?
b. How did expectations change?
6. What were the student outputs? Were any outputs non-assessed?
7. What did you have to change the course or content design during the course?  If so, why and how?
8. Were you or the students able to engage in structured reflection during the course? If so, what observations were made?
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After (Evaluation, Reflection, Reiteration)
1. What were your evaluation frameworks?  Why were these chosen?
2. How did you measure success/failure?
3. What, if any, opportunities did the students have to evaluate beyond CES?
4. Did this course scaffold to other professional or academic opportunities?
5. Was the course run again? IF so, what changes were made in the second or subsequent iterations?  
6. What do you need or want in order to better run this course?
7. What advice would you give to colleagues interested in designing similar opportunities?
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Appendix 3
Approaches and Strategies Charts for Interdisciplinary Learning 
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Understanding Disciplinary Internal and External Partner 
Skills in the Interdisciplinary Context
Internal Partner Skills
Ability to communicate theory, 
methdologies, and discipline 
perspectives to other disciplines
Identify and manage roles 
with sensitivity to individual 
perspectives and expertise
Acutely tuned listening and 
reflection skills
Appropriate con]lict 
management and dispute 
resolution skills
Ability to identify key 
commonalities and respect and 
mediate differences
External Partner Skills
Ability to navigate interests of 
diverse stakeholders
Communicate complex 
information in targeted and 
audience appropriate ways
Apply knowledge, tools, and 
methologies practically and 
effectively in a real world context
Firm appreciation of various 
forms of expertise
Advanced project  
management skills
Discipline Based Skills
Comprehension of discipline, 
language, tools, methodologies
Understanding of history, 
objectives and distinctiveness  
of discipline
Appropriate critical thinking 
and re]lection skills
Solid grounding in theoretical 
canon and approaches
Appropriate problem solving 
and project management skills 
The Belonging Project 
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This list reflects resources and outputs until December 2013. An up-to-date listing 
of outputs and links to resources including final reports and video evaluations can 
be found at: rmit.edu.au/about/our-education/academic-schools/media-and-communication/
research/projects/the-belonging-project/
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Why Belonging Matters
“Over time and through various experiences, students’ sense of belonging, of personal 
acceptance, or having a rightful, valued place in a particular social context tends to 
stabilize and consistently influence one’s commitments and behaviours” (Strayhorn, 2012).
The need to belong is a fundamental human motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and 
when applied to the higher education sector plays a crucial role in academic outcomes for 
students. When a sense of belonging and social connectedness at university is explicitly 
activated it enhances students motivation to achieve and succeed (Walton, Cohen, Cwir & 
Spence, 2011).
Throughout our longitudinal research we have proven that it is possible to embed an 
ethos of belonging into formal and informal curriculum activities. In doing so, we have 
built confidence and capacity for students in disciplinary, interdisciplinary and global 
learning environments across the whole student lifecycle.
Using small-scale, low-cost initiatives informed by The Belonging Project’s Narrative 
Model we encouraged and delivered a range of positive interactions between staff and 
students to provide real life employability outcomes and establish skills critical for 
lifelong learning and success. 
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Abbreviations and Key Terms
Abbreviations
FYE – First Year Experience
HEPPP – Higher Education Participation Partnerships 
Program 
L&T – Learning and teaching
LTIF – Learning and Teaching Investment Fund
MC2015 – School of Media and Communication’s 
curriculum renewal plan 
SLC – Socio-Economic Status
Key terms
Co-creation: Students actively co-create their university ex-
perience and should be genuinely engaged in processes and 
decisions that involve them, by providing feedback, and, 
where appropriate, creative input in the change processes.
Disciplinary: Bounded fields defined by their specific frames 
or reference, traditional objects of study, theoretical canons, 
technologies, and methodologies.
First year student: A student who is yet to complete 96 cred-
it points of study (equivalent to one full-time year) in their 
current program at RMIT University.
Intercultural: An approach to understanding and working 
with diverse cultures in ways that: recognises commonali-
ties and differences; creates connections with others; fosters 
collaboration, and cultivates mutual respect.
Interdisciplinary: Learning and teaching practices which 
develop not just disciplinary knowledge, but also cultural 
competencies that facilitate the creation of new knowledge, 
theory, and concepts that extend and transform  
disciplinary boundaries.
Nomenclature
At RMIT there are a number of terms that are institution-
specific and, as such, do not have the same meanings to 
external audiences. The following table sets out these 





Online learning  
management system
Blackboard
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The Belonging Project:
Introduction
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About the Project
The Belonging Project is a four-year (2011-2014) longitudinal 
learning and teaching research project seeking to develop  
and define a new approach to enhancing student 
engagement and graduate outcomes in the School of Media 
and Communications. The project grew from collaborative 
work undertaken within the School to develop and 
document a common pedagogical approach and create a 
unified learning and teaching narrative. The initial project 
idea was conceived by School academics Rachel Wilson  
and David Carlin in 2010, with Bronwyn Clarke joining the 
team in 2011. 
The project aims are:
1. To develop strategies to support the participation and 
integration of students from diverse backgrounds, 
circumstances and cultures, including in particular 
students from low socio-economic status (SES) 
backgrounds.
2. To enhance student satisfaction and retention rates.
3. To increase opportunities within program structures for 
students to choose from a variety of interdisciplinary, 
international and/or industry/community-based 
learning experiences.
4. To help develop and make known a distinctive RMIT 
student experience, setting the University apart from 
other institutions in the sector.
The work of The Belonging Project is designed to support 
RMIT’s strategic goals; to be global in reach and impact; to 
be work-relevant and industry-partnered; to be urban in 
innovation and impact, and to support the participation, 
retention and/or success of low SES higher education 
students in undergraduate studies. Importantly, the project 
is aligned with the three-year undergraduate degree 
structure in order to achieve findings with transferability to 
other schools and higher education institutions.
The Belonging Project uses the concept of belonging as 
a tactic to engage participating staff and students, and as 
an ethos applicable to the institution as a whole. Thus, 
the ethos of belonging appears as a concept embracing 
the results and recommendations of the project, and as a 
critical characteristic of learning and teaching practices 
supporting positive student engagement and  
graduate outcomes. 
Major sources of project funding have come from Higher 
Education Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP) 
and RMIT’s Learning and Teaching Investment Fund (LTIF). 
HEPP was formed as part of the Australian Government’s 
social inclusion agenda to broaden the participation of 
students from low socio-economic backgrounds who 
possess the ability to study at university but, due to 
systemic barriers, may not have been afforded  
the opportunity.
Diagram 1: The four phases of The Belonging Project
Phase Tier What we did
Phase One:  
Planting the Seeds
Foundation Literature review, sector best practice mapping and application to 
school, testing of The Belonging Project Model, and development of 
first year experience initiatives.
Phase Two:  
Focus on the  
Interdisciplinary  
Experience
Tier One: Disciplinary Implementation and testing of the first year experience initiatives: 
Coordinated Orientation Week Activities; Cohort Day Out; Student 
Informal Spaces; Academic Transition Initiatives, and End of Year 
Festival of Events and Exhibition.
Phase Three: 
Focus on the 
Interdisciplinary 
Experience
Tier Two: Inter-disciplinary Development of a model of interdisciplinary practice and continued 
evaluation of the first year experience initiatives.
Phase Four: 
The Global At 
Home: At Home in 
the Global
Tier Three: Global Development of a three-stage approach to test the development 
of global competencies through case study initiatives, and 
continued maintenance of academic output of the disciplinary and 
interdisciplinary tiers.
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Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Graduation & Beyond
The Belonging Project is structured around The Belonging 
Narrative Model of Student Engagement (Diagram 2) 
developed and tested through the four phases of the  
project (Diagram 1).
This model aims to foster student engagement and 
employability, and iss designed to be flexible, adaptable 
and transferable. It embeds the acquisition of disciplinary, 
interdisciplinary and global competencies through a three-
tiered approach to the student experience. This approach, 
which is underpinned by an ethos of belonging and mapped 
to the student lifecycle, views each student’s sense of 
identity and belonging as developing incrementally across 
the course of their undergraduate degree program  
(Diagram 3). 
The approach proposes that students initially identify 
most strongly with their program cohort. Thus research 
within the first tier focuses on building connections (within 
year and across-year groups) supporting the development 
of disciplinary and professional identity. In the second 
tier, as students begin to make sense of their discipline in 
relation to other disciplines, research focuses on creating 
collaborative interventions within a rich interdisciplinary 
environment. In the final tier, students start to think of 
themselves as future professionals within a global and 
intercultural context, with research focuses on facilitating 
global intercultural experiences. In combination, this three-
tiered approach offers a flexible means to support students 
to develop their identity as professional, employable and 
ethical global citizens. 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model does not approach 
each tier as rigidly successive and locked to a particular 
year. Rather, elements of all tiers are present across the 
three year undergraduate student experience, but with a 
shifting emphasis. While the model is designed with the 
particularities of the RMIT University context in mind, it is 
also intended to be flexible. The model does not prescribe 
specific structures or forms of ‘belonging’, but offers a way 
of working in our environment that can be reimagined  
and reinterpreted in different institutional and  
disciplinary settings. 
In line with the project model, The Belonging Project 
approach acknowledges that universities are spaces 
where value is co-created by consumers within complex 
frameworks of actors and resources (Karpen, Hall, 
Katsoulidis & Cam, 2011). Students are positioned as co-
creators of their university experience, and are actively 
engaged in change as a means to empower their experience.
The Belonging Project Narrative Model
Sense of identity and belonging is built incrementally through:
Tier One: Disciplinary Students establish a strong disciplinary and professional base within a diverse  
disciplinary cohort.
Tier Two:  
Interdisciplinary
Building on the disciplinary base, students become more aware of the interdisciplinary 
community of the wider school and university.
Tier Three: Global Students test their disciplinary and interdisciplinary identity and knowledge through working 
in a wider world of intercultural and global links and experiences and identify as professional, 
employable and ethical global citizens.
Diagram 3: The three-tiered approach to the student experience 
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Guiding principles
The Belonging Project research interactions and interventions have been informed by a set of guiding principles 
(Diagram 4) evolved through the four phases of the project:
The Belonging Project's Guiding Principles
Co-created To utilise co-creation techniques wherever possible and to promote staff ownership by 
identifying and supporting ‘champions’.
Capacity  
strengthening
To aim towards capacity strengthening through the incremental building of cultural capital and 
capacity over time.
Embedded To be embedded within the formal and informal curriculum.
Grassroots To develop and support numerous low cost grassroots initiatives recognising that in order to 
develop trust and long-term success, initiatives must be driven from the ground-up.
Holistic To be holistic in order to successfully encompass the entire student lifecycle
Inclusive To be inclusive of both the formal and informal curriculum, and of staff (academic and profes-
sional) and students. Each is central to the development, implementation and sustainability of 
the project.
Iterative To be iterative, integrating cycles of reflection and evaluation into every stage of the research, as 
guided by an action research methodology.
Low cost To aim to be low cost in order to ensure sustainability.
Student centred To adopt a student centred approach in order to mirror contemporary practice and encourage 
active knowledge creation and deep learning.
Sustainable To be sustainable in order to ensure ongoing viability.
Diagram 4: The Belonging Project: Guiding principles
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Tier Three:  
The Global at Home:  
At Home in the Global
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Tier Three: The Global At Home: At Home in the Global
In 2014, The Belonging Project aimed to embed global 
competences in the curriculum across the entire student 
lifecycle for students in the creative disciplines, while 
continuing to support and expand upon initiatives 
undertaken in the disciplinary (Tier One) and 
interdisciplinary (Tier Two) phases of the project.
The Global at Home: At Home in the Global explored 
the idea that the core discipline-based cohort experience 
can be improved by integrating both interdisciplinary and 
international experiences across the whole student lifecycle. 
This idea arose out of our initial research into this third 
tier of The Belonging Narrative Model which identified the 
overlap between resources for the interdisciplinary and 
global tiers.
Our work in 2014 built upon the knowledge acquired 
through the previous phases of the project and worked 
towards the development of an integrated model for 
targeted interventions in curriculum design and pedagogy. 
These interventions supported students to develop 
intercultural skills, knowledge and awareness through 
a series of staged experiences situated ‘at home’ in local 
contexts. The research and initiatives were predominantly 
carried out within the School of Media and Communication 
utilising existing University infrastructure. 
Phase Four: The Global at Home: At Home in the Global was divided into three stages, each of which reflected 
a key point of emphasis:
Stage one: Identify and acknowledge existing global diversity in the classroom (‘feeling global’)
Stage two: Fostering global perspectives (‘doing global’)
Stage three: An ‘at home’ global peak experience (‘being global’)
Why focus on the global experience?
Every university in the world is faced with the challenge 
of creating the very best student experience with fantastic 
outcomes that reflect the society that we live in today. (Martin 
Bean, RMIT University, 2015)
Our focus on The Global at Home: At Home in the Global 
can be contextualised in terms of the overall student 
experience, student employability in the creative sector 
and graduate outcomes; RMIT and the changing university 
sector; and the School of Media and Communication 
context. It is with our Belonging Project Narrative Model 
and these contexts in mind that we approached our work 
on the global experience.
Phase 4: The Global at Home: At Home in the Global 15
Improving the student experience
Focussing on the global experience at home can enhance the student experience and can positively impact 
upon graduate outcomes and employability, with research affirming that internationalised learning is vital for 
students to:
1. Develop the complex skills required for changing professional contexts: Global skills such as increasing intercultural 
awareness and communication skills can work to build student capacity and employability within an increasingly 
transnational professional environment.
2. Develop connections to broader groups: International and intercultural learning is essential to the welfare and sense 
of identity and belonging of students as members of a school environment, university culture, and of a professional 
community. This learning can also provide opportunities for tertiary education and research that are not confined 
by the domestic situation, through constructing links between students and international administrations, 
leadership bodies, cultural and community groups, and actively engaged alumni networks around the world.
3. Develop engaged global citizenship: Adopting the goal of supporting student to become actively engaged, 
empathetic global citizens can also work towards broader societal goals.
4. Enhance personal perceptions of self within intercultural environments: Intercultural studies are important in social 
development and wellbeing as a means of broadening horizons and facilitating critical reflection, self-reflection, 
self-esteem, and perceptions of empowerment. 
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Broader context for the global experience
RMIT and the changing university sector
Over the past twenty years, Australian universities have 
increasingly focused attention toward globalisation of 
the curriculum and internationalisation of the student 
experience. Employers, universities and professional bodies 
agree that Australia needs to develop professionals who are 
highly skilled and ready to face the challenges of increased 
global competition (Bridgestock, 2011; Crossman & Clarke, 
2010; Universities Australia, 2014; Wye & Lim, 2009). More 
than ever professionals need to be responsive to economic, 
social, cultural/global, technical and environmental change, 
capable of working flexibly and intelligently across a range 
business of contexts, and in possession of a broad range of 
skills learned in many contexts and through a range  
of experiences.
During this same period, study abroad and study tours 
have remained the dominant model of intercultural 
exchange for universities. While these programs offer 
students able to access them meaningful opportunities 
for the empathetic engagement with cultural Others, 
and the development of cosmopolitan consciousness and 
multicultural identity (Bellamy & Weinberg, 2006; Paige, 
Fry, Stallman, Josic, & Jon, 2009; Ribeiro, 2005), they are 
not unproblematic. As Waters and Brooks (2010) have 
noted in the UK context, students who are able to access 
study abroad opportunities “remain a highly privileged 
group and their experiences [may] serve only to facilitate 
the reproduction of their privilege” (p. 217). Moreover, the 
‘fly-in, fly-out’ nature of these exchanges may limit the 
effectiveness of fully reciprocal relationships. As a result, 
layers of privilege that replicate both socio-economic 
disparities within nations and the geo-political inequalities 
across national borders may become embedded within 
institutional practices.
Within this globalised context of education and work, 
RMIT seeks to improve the international quality and  
impact of student educational outcomes, and deliver 
a student experience that is characterised by global 
engagement and which is able to attract students  
nationally and internationally.
As RMIT’s Internationalisation Plan 2011-2015 documents, the 
institution is currently rated well in global rankings. It is 
ranked first for overall international student enrolments, 
being first for offshore enrolments, top ten for international 
student enrolments onshore in Australia, and fifth for total 
outbound student mobility. With teaching, research or 
industry engagement presences in a variety of countries 
and regions including RMIT Vietnam—the country’s 
first and only fully foreign-owned university delivering 
internationally recognised degrees—RMIT is well recognised 
in global academic communities.
According to RMIT’s Strategic Plan 2015: Transforming the 
Future, the type of student experience provided by RMIT 
should be “Global in attitude, action and presence, offering 
our students a global passport to learning and work” (Strategic 
Goal 1). Furthermore, it should be “characterised by its global 
engagement, international mobility and cross cultural opportunities” 
and a “curriculum which is internationally relevant and 
incorporates cross-cultural learning” (Priority 3), and “Support 
global engagement by all RMIT staff by…initiating development and 
improvements to internationalise academic programs” (Priority 4).  
(RMIT, 2015)
The School of Media and Communication  
Context
The developments in our industry towards convergence 
of disciplines and a continued blurring of the boundaries 
between professions continue unabated. Digital is now a 
central driver of any future business models and digital 
consumption is increasingly a global phenomenon 
(Pricewaterhouse Coopers, 2011, p.23). Some characteristics 
of contemporary and future-oriented industry and 
professional practice include a collaborative digital 
enterprise as a new operational model and transient team 
projects requiring staff who can not only work with others 
but also adapt to new problems and situations. “Future 
graduates in Media and Communication will need to be 
connected across disciplines and borders” (Peterson & 
Hansen, 2012, p. 3).
As a result of these broader developments, the School of 
Media and Communication has conducted a major program 
of curriculum renewal and alignment. These changes have 
been documented in the School’s most recent strategic 
plans and influence all planning and policy documents 
within the School. Importantly, these policies have created 
a specific mandate:
To foster the development of graduates as critical and creative 
thinkers, multi-skilled and collaborative practitioners, and 
responsible leaders with a global perspective…We need to 
ensure that our curricula reflect the expectations around 
collaborative and interdisciplinary projects, about international 
practice, and about mastering digital skills as well as more 
specialist discipline skills. We also need to look for increased 
opportunities to facilitate student interaction with international 
industry practitioners and engagement with international real-
world briefs (Peterson & Hansen, 2012, p.3).
The focus groups in Phase One of The Belonging 
Project Planting the Seeds (2011) revealed that while many 
students demonstrated that they were already thinking 
internationally and positioning themselves as future global 
professionals, this was not necessarily something that 
they considered as part of their student experience. While 
a minority took advantage of existing exchange or study 
abroad opportunities, for most these were not worth the 
bureaucratic hard work. The University’s ‘global passport’ 
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is instead consigned to something to be utilised after their 
studies as part of their future professional lives, with a 
number citing Asia or the US as places they saw themselves 
working in future.
However, many students reported a persistent divide in the 
classroom between domestic and international cohorts, 
which reminds us that space is not just about interaction 
but also about belonging. Media ethnographer David 
Morley (2001) argues that home is not simply a physical 
space but also a place where one can be rhetorically ‘at 
home’, confident of being understood, of sharing the same 
discursive space (p. 425).
It is worth noting that many international students possess 
a form of global cultural capital that domestic students may 
lack. The international students who participated in our 
focus groups already positioned themselves as thoroughly 
‘global’ citizens and were planning their next international 
experience for postgraduate study or for work.
Whilst the concept of an internationalised or global 
curriculum is not new (Leask, 2008, 2010-2011 & 2013) many 
staff are confused about how to apply the ideas of teaching 
to, and for, a global cohort to create meaningful classroom 
experiences. Study tours and exchange programs will 
continue to remain the peak global experience for a limited 
number of students but there is growing evidence that 
globalising the curriculum works best for the whole student 
cohort when it is embedded across the formal, the informal 
and the hidden curriculum (Leask & Bridge, 2013, p.81).
For these reasons, in the third tier of its research, Global 
at Home: At Home in the Global, The Belonging Project 
has examined existing intercultural practice within the 
School of Media and Communication and explored low-
cost possibilities for pedagogical innovation and virtual 
collaboration as means to develop sustainable, equitable 
and accessible intercultural opportunities within student 
lifecycles.
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Methodology, Methods  
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Methodology, Methods and Process
Methodology and methods
As with previous tiers, Tier Three of The Belonging Project, 
Phase Four: The Global at Home: At Home in the Global 
drew on narrative methodology (Abma, 2000; Bruner, 
1990; Gola, 2009) and action research (Greenwood, Whyte, 
Harkavy, 1993; Kemmis, 2007) to capture and share 
knowledge. These approaches are the foundation of The 
Belonging Narrative Model. They have allowed us to work  
as collaborators with stakeholders, with an emphasis on  
co-creation central to our approach to change within  
the School.
In 2014 the methodology and methods built on the holistic 
and embedded qualitative action research methods utilized 
thus far in the project (Morieson et al., 2013). In practical 
terms we continued research practices that are primarily 
qualitative, ethnographically informed, and narrative based, 
as reflected in the case studies undertaken in this phase 
of the study. In this third tier, research has been produced 
through participant-observation by an embedded researcher 
who observed and participated in the redevelopment of 
the existing courses, the Interdisciplinary Communications 
Project and its deployment via a hybridised study-tour. In 
addition, we incorporated the ongoing critical reflections of 
the core teaching staff, and drew upon interviews with 18 of 
the 20 participating students, interviews with teaching and 
support staff, and student’s formal and informal written 
reflections. Participants in earlier iterations of the course 
were also interviewed for comparative purposes.
Process
In 2014 The Belonging Project employed established best 
practice of the global/internationalised curriculum to test 
initiatives, produce a framework and develop a series of 
resources for staff. We also examined existing intercultural 
practices within the School of Media and Communication 
and explored low-cost possibilities for pedagogical 
innovation and virtual collaboration as means to develop 
sustainable, equitable and accessible intercultural 
opportunities within student lifecycles.
The following key questions informed the inquiry 
underpinning this phase of the study:
• What is involved in the facilitation of a relevant 
global curriculum for particular student cohorts from 
the creative disciplines?
• What are the particular global perspectives most 
relevant to students from the creative disciplines?
• What does a ‘whole of school’ framework for a 
relevant ‘at home’ global experience look like and 
what would make it sustainable into the future?
To answer these questions, we selected three courses 
within the School of Media and Communications which 
offered opportunities to explore the points of emphasis 
identified as key global competencies that RMIT graduates 
are expected to develop. The potential to use these courses 
as case studies in this phase of The Belonging Project 
also offered an ideal opportunity to continue the work 
undertaken in Phase Two and Three of the study which 
commenced the process of embedding sustainable practices 
within existing RMIT programs. 
Tier Three of the project progressed through three 
distinct research stages, each reflecting a key point of 
emphasis, in order to achieve its proposed outcomes. As 
the project evolved, a number of aspects of each stage were 
reconsidered in response to staff, student feedback, testing 
and the issues faced. In addition, we conducted a staff 
survey to inform a professional development session for 
staff to explore and examine cultural definitions, dynamics 
and resources, the results of which contributed to the 
development of the three research stages.
In addition, The Belonging Project in 2014 has:
• Continued to evaluate and adapt the pilot initiatives 
and to advocate for the recommendations presented 
in our 2012 and 2013 reports.
• Disseminated the project’s research and findings 
extensively in national and international conferences 
and via internal and external channels.
• Developed additional recommendations relating to 
The Global at Home: At Home in the Global in the 
School of Media and Communication.
Case study courses
Courses COMM2324 Interdisciplinary 
Communication Project - RMIT Melbourne
COMM2386 Interdisciplinary 
Communication Project - RMIT Vietnam
Criteria: The only school-wide 
interdisciplinary electives incorporating a 
study tour.
Courses GRAP2199 Communication Design History 
and Theory A
GRAP2200 Communication Design History 
and Theory B
Criteria: Sequential courses offered to a 
large cohort of creative industry students in 
their first and second semester of first year.
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Initiatives for Phase 4: The Global at Home: At Home in the Global
Stage one: Identify and 
acknowledge existing global 
diversity in the classroom 
(‘feeling global’)
Case Study: Data-packs and professional development workshop
Stage two: Fostering global 
perspectives (‘doing global’)
Case Study: GRAP2199 (Communication Design History and Theory A)
Case Study: GRAP2200 (Communication Design History and Theory B)
Stage three: An ‘at home’ global 
peak experience (‘being global’)
Case Study: COMM2324 (Interdisciplinary Communication Project - RMIT Melbourne)
Case Study: COMM2386 (Interdisciplinary Communication Project - RMIT Vietnam)
Project participation in 2014
In 2014, the following programs, courses, students and staff 
benefited from participation in The Belonging Project:
Program participation
Six programs across two locations directly participated in 
the project initiatives:
• Bachelor of Communication (Media)
• Bachelor of Communication (Professional 
Communication)
• Bachelor of Communication (Journalism)
• Bachelor of Arts (Creative Writing)
• Bachelor of Arts (Photography)
• Bachelor of Design (Communication Design)
Student participation
144 student in four courses participated in the project pilots 
and initiatives:
• COMM2324 (Interdisciplinary Communication Project 
- RMIT Melbourne)
• GRAP2199 (Communication Design History and 
Theory A)
• GRAP2200 (Communication Design History and 
Theory B)
• COMM2386 (Interdisciplinary Communication Project 
- RMIT Vietnam)
The following students participated in interviews:
• 18 students were interviewed in depth about their 
peak ‘at home’ learning experience (COMM2324 & 
COMM2386), and
• 16 design students (GRAP2199 & GRAP2200) were 
interviewed about their perceptions of the global 
curriculum initiatives.
Staff participation
59 staff participated in the project through surveys or a 
workshop:
Survey participation:
• 38 staff participated in a survey investigating staff 
professional development and support needs to 
inform the three phases of Global at Home: At Home 
in the Global.
• 6 staff responded to an additional survey pertaining 
to specific information required in designing a 
facilitated professional development workshop.
Facilitated professional development workshop participation:
• 15 staff participated in a workshop on the topic 
‘Harnessing The Cultural Diversity in Your Classroom 
in Group Work’.
144 student participants
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The Global at Home: 
At Home in the Global: 
Detail and Analysis
24 The Belonging Project Report 2014
Stage One: Identify and acknowledge existing global 
diversity in the classroom (‘feeling global’)
In this stage, the project team developed and trialled 
a series of small-scale formal and informal curriculum 
activities situated at critical points of entry (e.g. first 
semester, first year and mid year entry) to assist staff and 
students identify and explicitly acknowledge the existing 
global diversity within their classrooms. In support of these 
activities, The Belonging Project team:
• Completed a literature review and applied the 
findings to develop and trial initiatives in stages two 
and three.
• Undertook a staff survey initiative to explore current 
School practice and document staff needs to inform 
the development of a toolkit/resource pack relevant 
to discipline needs.
• Developed a prototype for de-identified data-packs for 
the purpose of providing staff with key socio-economic 
data on their cohorts.
Staff survey initiative
The project team ran two surveys issued to all academic 
staff in the School of Media and Communication inviting 
comment on professional development needs within 
the concept of ‘The Global at Home’. The survey results 
(Appendix 1) indicated a strong demand for help and 
support to embed global competencies within curriculum.
Key comments included:
The university needs to invest in these resources and in staff 
training which would identify what the particular cultural 
group has experienced in previous education. This is actually 
more critical than blanket cultural sensitivity training, and 
might help staff deal with the learning style of individual 
students and their particular backgrounds. Again, however, 
these forms of training will encounter other policies and 
regulations which contradict sensitivity or exceptionalism. 
The classroom experiences in Indonesia at all levels, including 
university, are vastly different to those in Australia.
We should refine our ideas about what international 
experiences are valuable for RMIT graduates. More support 
for our international students’ international experience (ie. in 
Australia) should be developed.
I have both international experience and contacts. I know 
how to embed these in my programs and courses. What I do 
not have at RMIT is any supporting infrastructure (systems, 
processes and technological support) to enable these to be taken 
to an appropriate level. Having to apply for external funding to 
‘internationalise’ is rather sad for a university that purports to 
have a global outlook. RMIT’s systems are antithetical to good 
practice in this regard.
When asked in particular about what would be most 
useful for staff to support students to achieve a peak 
global experience ‘at home’, staff nominated the following 
additional information which indicate a need for 
workshops, case studies and vignettes:
Dynamic speakers who have been in the classrooms recently, less 
managers from professional units in the universities.
Information to help students work together in multicultural 
groups...If the workshops are tailored to postgraduate 
coursework then I’d come, but the undergrad stuff seems  
quite different.
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Case study: Data-packs and professional development workshop
Data-pack initiative
The data-pack initiative was specifically designed to provide 
evidence-based information within a facilitated workshop 
model aimed at encouraging teaching staff to provide 
tailored classroom experiences for all their students. To 
achieve this objective, The Belonging Project worked with 
central intelligence units within RMIT to mine, analyse 
and present key student data for explicit use in both 
planning and curriculum development at a School-level. 
This data was de-identified and presented to relevant staff 
from Bachelor Communication (Journalism), Bachelor of 
Arts (Creative Writing), Bachelor of Arts (Photography) and 
Bachelor of Design (Communication Design) in visually 
represented data-packs. The data-packs contained key 
demographic and educational information while adhering 
to strict privacy protocols. Information contained included: 
the number of low socio-economic status students; number 
of equity students; geographic data; English as second 
language status; first in family status; age distributions, and 
educational background.
The project team ran a series of facilitated workshops 
with staff aimed at unpacking the information contained 
in the data-packs. These workshops were designed to 
address broader ethical concerns associated with using the 
material and to ensure that staff utilised the material to 
develop meaningful embedded curriculum interventions. 
When conducting the workshops we utilised the ‘Facilitated 
Program Workshop Model’ developed through the 2013 First 
Thing First LTIF project.
Ruth Moeller, College of Design and Social Context (DSC), 
Senior Advisor Learning and Teaching (SALT), was invited to 
work as an independent facilitator with the program teams. 
The workshops commenced with an exercise designed 
to assess participant’s initial perceptions of what they 
believed the commencing student cohort looked like at all 
entry points within their program. Participating staff then 
documented their thoughts, following which the data-pack 
information was presented. In all cases the data presented 
indicated that there was much greater diversity within the 
cohort than the teaching staff had initially realised. This 
revealed a gap between evidence-based information and 
staff perceptions and preconceived ideas, particularly in 
relation to student background demographics, such as first 
in family, gender ratios, age range, SES status and English 
as a second language statistics.
The new evidence-based information was discussed and 
program teams began working on a series of more inclusive 
initiatives for transition and assessment opportunities that 
better harnessed the diversity within the student cohort. 
The involvement of Ruth Moeller in the process facilitated 
teaching staff access to ongoing learning and teaching 
support for the initiatives beyond the first workshop. 
This strategy ensured that evidence-based information 
underpinned sustainable transition developments across 
program curriculum and also acknowledged the increasing 
student diversity present in each program.
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Professional development workshop and resources: 
‘Harnessing the cultural diversity in your classroom in 
group work’ initiative
In response to results of the staff survey initiative, The 
Belonging Project designed and delivered a professional 
development workshop on ‘Harnessing the cultural 
diversity in your classroom in group work’. This workshop, 
delivered by Pauline Keogh from RMIT Study and Learning 
Centre (SLC), was designed to help staff prepare course 
material and content reflecting a range of international 
perspectives on the value of group work. A pack of 
corresponding resources, collated by Dr Kath Lynch, College 
of Science, Engineering and Health (SEH) who has been 
researching in this area for a number of years, was provided 
to staff as part of this workshop (Appendix 2).
Attendees reported that they found the workshop very 
useful in identifying a range of cultural perceptions 
related to group work expectations. More importantly, 
the workshop enabled fruitful discussion and the sharing 
of stories and strategies for classroom implementation. 
A number of staff reported workshop follow-up and the 
implementation of many strategies highlighted in the 
resource pack.
Stage Two: Fostering global perspectives (‘doing global’)
The Belonging Project developed and trialled a series of 
learning and teaching tasks within targeted courses aimed 
at encouraging deeper intercultural learning (beyond 
‘getting to know’ your cohort) and extending international 
perspectives within the creative disciplines.
Informed by research undertaken in 2011 as part of The 
Belonging Project: Planting the Seeds (Morieson et al., 2013), 
The Belonging Project undertook two case studies aimed 
at introducing global perspectives in the first year of the 
Bachelor of Design (Communication Design) program. Two 
courses within the first year were selected for the case 
studies: GRAP2199 (Communication Design History and 
Theory A) and GRAP2200 (Communication Design History 
and Theory B).
Through specific curriculum interventions within the 
courses, we aimed to support the students in developing 
their professional identity for globalised workplaces. In 
completing two assessment tasks that explicitly promoted 
global perspectives, students extended their cultural 
awareness and were prompted to develop internationally 
relevant creative communication solutions.
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Case study: GRAP2199 (Communication Design History and Theory A)
The GRAP2199 first assessment task took place in week 
three of semester one 2014. The task asked students to 
begin exploring their nascent professional identity by 
producing an artefact (a lanyard) that represented both 
their values and attitudes as a communication designer, as 
they understood it to be at week three. Working from the 
proposition that students begin building their professional 
identity from the moment they accept their place within 
RMIT, students were presented with the task in their first 
class in week one.
In week three the students presented their outcomes to 
peers, academic staff and selected industry representatives 
at an after hours industry event. In addition to wearing 
their self-designed lanyards, the students were required to 
document how they introduced themselves to five other 
students (whom they had not yet met), three academic staff 
members and three industry representatives. They were 
also required to provide evidence of having booked two 
post-event meetings with people they spoke to at the event 
in order to explicitly begin establishing their professional 
networks. Finally students were required to reflect on a 
series of prompts about their experience of completing the 
task and how their perception of the profession may have 
already begun to shift.
The second assessment task involved the production of 
a two-part ‘zine’. The objective was to encourage students 
to explore the experience of working within randomly 
constructed collaborative teams in order to better 
understand professional practice as a design practitioner. 
The first part of the task required the design and 
production of a hand-made concept zine, within a 48-hour 
period, based on a two-dimensional design artefact sourced 
from a street within the Melbourne central business 
district. Each group was responsible for all aspects of 
production, including research, content writing and editing, 
and photography. The goal was to build student confidence 
in their ability to work in a collaborative team to produce 
work within a short time frame using effective delegation 
of roles based on the identification of individual skill sets. 
Students presented the zines in a pop up exhibition space, 
and professional practitioners were invited to review the 
zines and provide feedback to the students. 
The second part of this assessment task required students 
to develop a prototype zine within a five-week period. 
Students were asked to reflect critically on the experience 
of producing the concept zine, including an assessment 
of the skill sets within their initial working group and 
the opportunity to renegotiate new collaborative groups 
if required. Students used digital technology to manage 
project communication, including file management, 
meeting communication and task coordination, and as 
a result started to recognise how to better organise their 
practice, make better use of time, research more deeply, 
and understand the breadth of roles and skills required as a 
design practitioner.
What the GRAP2199 case study participants told us
I had not thought that I was part of a very big profession until 
I realised how many different countries we all come from [were 
here] tonight...this is my network for the future.
Nico the typography teacher is from Amsterdam and has 
travelled the world with design, I had never thought that I 
might do this, I now think I see where I might go and do as a 
designer very differently after this event.
I never thought that first years could produce work of this 
standard. I’m shocked by how far we’ve come. I feel really 
motivated to keep improving and keep making connections. I’m 
confident in my abilities and my ability to communicate them.
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Case study: GRAP2200 (Communication Design History and Theory B)
The GRAP2200 second semester course assessment task 
was driven by a live industry brief. This represented the 
first time first year students had been invited to work on 
a brief with industry partners. The Belonging Project team 
approached Deloitte (a major international multinational 
company with whom there was an established relationship) 
and they in turn invited an international-based client to 
participate with the students on the brief. An extensive 
consultation process between academic staff and Deloitte 
resulted in a global service design brief presented to 
students for execution. The design brief centred on a 
project on which Deloitte and the client had been working 
for three months, and both parties were interested to see 
the student’s perspectives on solutions to a particular 
project problem.
Throughout semester two, Deloitte and the client worked 
with the students on a weekly basis on the development 
of design concepts, prototypes and pitches. The final 
student presentations took place at RMIT with a number of 
representatives from Deloitte and the client in attendance. 
Feedback from the industry partners was overwhelmingly 
positive, and resulted in a number of students being offered 
internships at Deloitte in order to implement the solutions 
they developed. This project also lead to Deloitte offering a 
number of first year program prizes for the program’s end 
of year exhibition, additional summer internships and an 
invitation to work regularly with first year Communication 
Design students on similar projects.
What the GRAP2200 case study participants told us
I think that [the focus on intercultural design and culturally 
relevant perspectives] is great. It was not something I had 
generally considered before the course. It was really beneficial.  
I think it was really good in that it was broadening out my 
considerations. Whereas once I would have looked at a piece of 
design and just considered whether the key demographic was 
male or female, young or old, now it seems more about global 
context, cultural connotations, and the assumptions that are 
put into design. So yeah, I really like that element. I think it’s 
been very encouraging and useful in broadening our thinking.
I think the focus on (cultural) assumptions here is really great. It 
makes you more open to other ideas.
Yeah, our other subjects focus on skills - drawing, illustration. 
This is the only subject that gets you to look at those skills in a 
broader context of culture.
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Stage Three: An ‘at home’ global peak experience  
(‘being global’)
The COMM2324/COMM2386 Interdisciplinary 
Communication Project (ICP) course is offered at both the 
RMIT University Melbourne and RMITVietnam sites. In 
Melbourne, the course is offered as an elective open to all 
second and third year undergraduate students in the School 
of Media and Communication (twelve programs in total). In 
Vietnam, the course is offered to students in the Bachelor of 
Communication (Professional Communication).
Working with student enrolled in the ICP course, The 
Belonging Project developed and tested an initiative 
that combined the experience of virtual mobility with a 
study tour. This ‘at home study tour’ initiative involved 
students completing the course requirements in cross-
campus mixed teams across an entire twelve-week course. 
The first two weeks of the course took place in home 
cities via teleconferencing teaching and virtual learning 
using Google drive, Blackboard (RMIT’s online learning 
management system) and Facebook. Weeks three and four 
were conducted in face-to-face ‘study tour’ mode, with the 
remaining eight weeks returning to virtual mobility and 
teleconferencing. The model extended the cross-cultural 
learning over a twelve-week semester and provided students 
with real world learning, teaching them how to collaborate 
within multi locational international interdisciplinary 
teams.
Case study: An ‘at home study tour’ initiative
The ICP course enabled students to experience cross-
cultural study in a foreign country (Vietnam) as well as 
working with industry and community partners to develop 
and execute a ‘real life’ communication project. This 
combination of formal study and project work provided 
the Australian students with a rich understanding and 
experience of working in an Asian context. By working 
alongside their fellow Vietnamese peers, the Australian 
students developed a working knowledge of intercultural 
communication through shared learning activities and 
assessment tasks.
Utilising hands-on, face-to-face project work, the ‘at home 
study tour’ extended student intercultural literacies beyond 
the virtual learning modes established in the first weeks 
of the course. Working together, the students from both 
locations deepened their knowledge of collaborative work 
practices which respect and value cultural difference in 
project work. Unlike projects involving one-way learning 
in favour of Australian students learning about Asia, this 
project facilitated reciprocal learning in which students 
from Vietnam gained first hand learning about Australia 
and Australians through interaction with the Melbourne 
students and academics.
This was the second study tour offered within the ICP 
course. Many lessons had been learnt from the inaugural 
study tour to Vietnam in July 2013, with the 2014 iteration 
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being the first to extend the project over the full twelve-
week semester. This dramatically changed the dynamics 
within the course making it a more reciprocal, consistent 
and equal experience for all students, in contrast to the ‘fly-
in, fly-out’ nature of other exchanges.
The study tour was enabled through an AsiaBound Grant 
providing ten students each with a $2,000 grant to study 
in Vietnam. The AsiaBound Mobility Grant enabled The 
Belonging Project to revamp the recruitment process to 
incorporate a written application, rather than focusing only 
on grade point average (GPA). This change resulted in the 
study tour attracting a number of students from low SES 
backgrounds.
In support of the ‘at home study tour’ initiative, The 
Belonging Project:
• Identified and mapped the feasibility of an ‘at home’ 
peak global experience relevant to students within 
the creative disciplines in Media and Communication 
including cross institutional/campus assessment 
activities, virtual global experiences or ‘at home 
study tours’.
• Worked with Vietnam colleagues to trial a co-
created global assessment activity in the form of a 
re-designed ‘at home study tour’ delivered at both 
course sites.
• Mapped the logistical and conceptual barriers to 
wider application of these activities, and created a 
detailed case study and review for the purposes of 
transferability across the  School’s range of programs 
and professions.
What the students told us in interviews about the 
application process
It was really good. It made me think—like it [ICP] was a subject 
that I was going to do anyway—but then it [the application 
process] put it in an international context for me.
I was stressed because I really wanted it. It came to a point 
where I really wanted it. I was kind of nervous. I even showed 
my application to my mum to see it was fine. I spent a lot of 
time just filling it in.
I think for me, the application, just reading the questions, 
it kind of became real. I’d sort of planned on doing like an 
exchange the whole time and I’m in my last semester now and 
it never really came about. I think for me, the application, it 
kind of helped me realise that I wanted to study abroad. I’ve 
studied for 15 years or something now in Australia, so it made 
me realise it’d be good to do something outside the country  
as well.
The overwhelming feedback from student participants 
affirmed that the ‘at home study tour’ initiative was an 
extremely valuable experience.
What student’s reflective journals told us
I think the main value of this course is working in an 
interdisciplinary setting in an international environment, 
something that is becoming increasingly important in the 
21st century communications field. I learnt that problems are 
best solved as a team and with everyone given an input. I also 
learnt that although there may be obvious cultural differences 
that need to be identified and considered, if you are open to 
working with others, polite, friendly, and actually do the work, 
it isn’t that hard at all to work cross-culturally. This is what I 
found out working with my group, as we didn’t encounter any 
significant difficulties due to working across different cultures.
Cross-cultural communication was a fundamental aspect of our 
study tour – without it, our group would not have functioned 
nearly as effectively as it did, and our campaign would not 
have been completed at such a high standard. Travelling to a 
completely different country, whose culture resembles values 
often quite contradictory to our own, meant the Australian 
students had to quickly adapt to culturally discrepancies. 
Competency in communicating cross-culturally in a professional 
context, as well as within interpersonal interaction, was the 
foundation of cohesive and cooperative group work. I learnt 
that cross-cultural communication wasn’t just coming into 
someone’s country and simply being empathetic; it involves 
understanding the cultural nuances and historical makeup 
endemic to the country, and working with awareness of these 
cultural factors. I believe being aware, empathetic, and open-
minded are the three elements conducive to effective cross-
cultural communication.
One of my most treasured memories of Vietnam was sitting 
with some of the Vietnamese students and hearing their stories 
about their lives, families, upbringing etc. It emphasised how 
important hearing and retelling other people’s stories are to 
me. In a few months I will be graduating and in a few months 
after that, leaving Australia to travel, collect stories and write. 
This was a possibility I had been toying with prior to the ICP 
project, but I can truly say that I returned with that possibility 
having turned into a definite.
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Tiers One and Two in 
2014: Reporting on the 
First Year Experience 
Initiatives and Focus on 
the Interdisciplinary 
Experience
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Tier One in 2014: Reporting on the First 
Year Experience Initiatives
In 2014 The Belonging Project evaluated three of the five 
Focus on the First Year Experience pilot initiates in the light 
of recommendations contained in the 2013 report. Capacity 
to further develop and evaluate all five pilot initiatives was 
limited by project funding and resourcing available within 
the project team.
The three pilot initiatives evaluated centred around key 
social activities supporting the development of student 
engagement and wellbeing, with a particular focus on the 
initial entry stage of the student lifecycle:
1.  Coordinated Orientation Week Activities
2.  Cohort Day Out
3.  Student Informal Spaces
Outlined below is the development and evaluation 
that occurred in 2014 that relates to these initiatives. For 
detailed information and background on the initiatives, 
please refer to the 2012 and 2013 reports available on The 
Belonging Project webpage
Initiative 1: Coordinated Orientation Week 
Activities
The student lead model initially developed for the school 
welcome in 2012 is now accepted as core school business. 
The Belonging Project team members continued to be 
consulted on its operational implementation with team 
members continuing to provide observations supplemented 
by student feedback and data for its continued 
improvement. 
Initiative 2: Cohort Days Out
The Belonging Project continued to support and monitor 
Photography and Creative Writing in undertaking Cohort 
Day Outs in Semester 1 as part of extended transition 
programs. The cohort day has become considered core 
curriculum business in these programs.
Initiative 3: Student Informal Spaces 
The Belonging Project continued an involvement in the 
Student Informal Spaces initiative (Atelier Space) and efforts 
to continue to establish the space as a model for other 
Schools. The project team once again worked with key 
stakeholders in the School to facilitate another set of major 
improvements to the Atelier Space in 2015. The importance 
of this space to the ongoing culture of the school was 
recognised in the form of considerable financial support 
from both the Dean of Media and Communication and 
RMIT’s Property Services. 
In implementing this latest refurbishment, The Belonging 
Project team utilised co-creation principles by engaging 
a graduate of the Bachelor of Design (Interior Design) 
program to collaborate on the design and management 
of the process. Through a series of observations, surveys 
and meetings (including via a specific Facebook group) 
The Belonging Project team gathered a range of student 
opinions which directly informed the plans for the upgrade 
of the space. The upgrade delivered increased capacity, 
better acoustic separation and noise minimisation, and 
better zoning for different activities including a dedicated 
wall for student exhibitions. In interviews, students 
continued to report that the space had contributed to their 
overall sense of wellbeing and has become an important 
space for informal collaboration.
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Tier Two in 2014: Focus on the 
Interdisciplinary Experience
Interdisciplinary Learning and Teaching
2014 was a year of immense change for the staff in 
the School of Media and Communication. Most of the 
undergraduate teaching staff were involved with the 
curriculum renewal and transition process ready for the 
wholesale implementation of MC2015. 
The MC2015 curriculum renewal was predicated on the 
idea that a shared structure between all undergraduate 
programs was required for authentic interdisciplinary 
collaborations. As such there was little specific work to be 
conducted by The Belonging Project team. 
The team did however continue to gather case study 
interviews with staff who teach interdisciplinary offerings 
in the School of Media and Communication to map their 
approaches to interdisciplinary teaching and learning. Team 
members were also invited to join program teams during 
the process of renewal to reiterate how to embed belonging 
principals and ensure interdisciplinary opportunities were 
present in the overall design of the new programs.
The Belonging Project team continue to monitor the 
barriers to interdisciplinary work and remain concerned 
that budget reporting mechanisms have the potential to 
disrupt interdisciplinary work between academic clusters. 
For detailed information and background on the initiatives, 
please refer to the 2013 reports available on The Belonging 
Project webpage.
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Discussion
As reported previously, 2014 was a year of immense change 
for the School of Media and Communication, The Belonging 
Project and the focus of the University. Of particular 
impact on The Belonging Project, the School of Media and 
Communication continued work on the major program 
review for full delivery in 2015 (MC2015). We point to this 
complete overhaul of the School’s offerings to highlight one 
of the major hurdles we faced in 2014, being that of change 
fatigue by teaching staff. A decision was made by the senior 
executive to conduct a hard transition for all enrolled 
students to the new program structures in 2015. This 
resulted in staff having to concurrently teach the existing 
program, develop entirely new curriculum materials for 
2015 and complete individual transition maps for all re-
enrolling students. It is for this reason that we chose to 
shift aspects of the initial focus of The Global at Home: At 
Home in the Global. This shift saw us refocus the project 
toward the examination of existing intercultural practice 
within the School and low-cost possibilities for pedagogical 
innovation and virtual collaboration as a means to 
develop sustainable, equitable and accessible intercultural 
opportunities with student lifecycles.
The Belonging Project also experienced a number of 
significant changes. In 2014, our major funding source 
shifted from HEPPP to LTIF supplemented with HEPPP 
funding and prize money from an RMIT Teaching Award 
granted in 2013. Staff changes included our Project Officer 
returning to her substantive position within the School. 
In keeping with our established principles to be inclusive 
of all staff in the School including professional staff, we 
were eventually able to employ Laetitia Shand who has 
subsequently transitioned over to a full-time role as the 
Short Course and Working Integrated Learning Co-ordinator 
for the School of Media and Communication.
Internationalisation and employability in the 
higher education sector
Changes within the higher education sector have had 
an impact on The Belonging Project. Higher education 
institutions are increasingly facing the critical question 
of how best to position themselves at the intersection of 
rapidly evolving training and industry sectors (Wright, 
Davis, Bucolo, 2013). Like many universities, RMIT has 
responded to these pressures by explicitly encouraging 
programs “to foster the development of graduates as critical 
and creative thinkers, multi-skilled and collaborative 
practitioners, and responsible leaders with a global 
perspective” (RMIT, 2012). In conjunction with a new 
Australian Quality Framework agenda, this strategic goal 
has precipitated a period of unprecedented curriculum 
redevelopment and reconceptualisation of delivery modes 
across the sector. This shift has tended to emphasise 
the role of a number of practical internationalisation 
strategies including: internationally engaged work-
integrated-learning, study tours, and intercultural virtual 
collaboration. These initiatives have provided some limited 
space within the curriculum for global ethical awareness 
and the development of globalised professional identities 
although we would argue there is much more that can be 
done beyond these.
In 2014 the softening of the Australian economy 
precipitated a change in the Federal Government’s strategy 
in relationship to higher education. Employability became 
the primary focus for the sector and subsequently much 
of the work The Belonging Project completed in 2014 can 
be read through this employability lens. The Belonging 
Narrative Model was specifically designed to address the 
employability needs of graduates in a creative context in 
which industry is rapidly shifting toward new operational 
standards and cultural milieus (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
2011). We contend that the holistic approach to professional 
and personal development represented in our model 
actively speaks to the ways in which “future graduates in 
Media and Communication will need to be connected across 
disciplines and borders” (Peterson & Hansen, 2012, p. 3).
Overall, The Belonging Project’s approach to employability 
continues to build upon the established best practice. 
We have adopted and adapted approaches that contend 
the complex learning necessary for employability must 
be promoted across a whole undergraduate life-cycle in 
order for students to sufficiently evidence claims about 
professional readiness (Knight & Yorke, 2002). Holding that 
internationalisation and employability are fundamentally 
linked in increasingly global employment markets, we have 
drawn on global/internationalised curriculum models as 
proposed by innovators such as Betty Leask and Michelle 
Barker. These approaches recognise that employability 
must be conceived of broadly, developed consistently, and 
supported in both formal and informal curriculum.
Harnessing diversity: Recognising and celebrat-
ing the students’ existing diversity and strengths
As Keneley and Jackling (2011) have noted, individual 
student’s cultural and SES backgrounds may play a 
significant role in their commitment to and appreciation 
of the generic skills that form the foundation of many 
employability approaches. While existing dominant models 
for employability acknowledge student’s diverse career 
interests, the responsiveness of these models is limited by 
the self-awareness and communication abilities of already 
enrolled students. However, for many students, including 
those from low SES backgrounds, first in family, and those 
who may otherwise be socially isolated by geographic, 
cultural, or personal circumstances, “the culture of the 
institution [may be] foreign and at times alienating and 
uninviting” (Krause, Hartley, James & McInnis, 2005, p. 
9). Students may not automatically possess the high-level 
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foundational skills, confidence and life experience to 
express clearly career goals. 
Whilst the concept of ‘knowing your students’ is not 
new to the higher education sector, staff access to precise 
data pertaining to cohort makeup is often limited, unless 
they independently seek such information directly from 
students. Typically, such data collection takes the form 
of ‘ice-breakers’ or ‘getting to know you’ worksheets 
undertaken in the first weeks of a teaching period. This is 
problematic for three primary reasons. First, the collection 
of relevant data relies entirely on the initiative of teaching 
staff who may be time and resource poor at a busy time in 
the teaching period. Second, the individual assumptions 
and biases of staff may determine the kinds of information 
gathered. Third, and perhaps most significant, essential 
data about cohort composition and diversity only reaches 
staff after the majority of curriculum and assessment has 
already been put in place.
Accurate knowledge of cohort diversity is key to 
supporting the transition of higher education students and 
effectively promoting student engagement. The Belonging 
Project’s partnership with RMIT’s Office of Business 
Intelligence and the College of DSC’s SALT represents 
an example of effective collaborative harnessing of 
institutional knowledge and expertise aimed at supporting 
staff to better understanding of the diversity of experiences, 
abilities and orientations in their student cohort. The 
dissemination of de-identified data-packs prior to the 
commencement of the teaching period has lead to more 
responsive and relevant curriculum planning. Importantly, 
the distribution of data-packs supported by staff workshops 
has assisted staff to acknowledge their assumptions, often 
incorrect, around cohort diversity and has resulted in staff 
gaining a transformative understanding of what students 
could realistically be expected to have achieved at the 
conclusion of a teaching term. The workshops also provided 
staff with a forum to brainstorm responsive and adaptive 
cohort strategies not only for individual subjects, but also 
for programs as a whole. Importantly, participation enabled 
conversations between staff members teaching at different 
levels to ensure smoother transitions between year levels. 
By bringing programs together with this information and 
support, staff at all levels were able to respond to existing 
cohort diversity and make meaningful plans for the 
changing diversity of cohorts at multiple transition points 
within programs.
Project results suggest that accurate and accessible 
information concerning cohort diversity may also facilitate 
more adaptive, responsive and innovative approaches 
to assessment and other indicators of student success. 
In addition, equipping staff with this information early 
and throughout the cohort lifecycle enables educators 
and higher education institutions to mediate student and 
employer expectations. In doing so, it may facilitate new 
approaches to employability exercises and opportunities 
such as those explored in the initiatives as part of Stage 
two: Fostering global perspectives (‘doing global’).
The data-pack initiative continues as an ongoing project 
through RMIT’s Office of Business Intelligence within policy 
and planning. We are confident that the need for this data 
has been established within RMIT policy and planning, 
and our aspiration is for this information to be provided to 
programs across the university two weeks prior to semester 
commencement in the future.
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Embedding a global employability framework
There is a growing body of literature, particularly from the 
UK, that advocates embedding employability frameworks 
early and throughout the student life cycle (Fallows & 
Steven, 2000; Knight & Yorke, 2002; Knight & Yorke, 
2004). Expanding on existing best practice models of 
employer embedded curriculum and assessment design, 
The Belonging Project worked in a first year core Bachelor 
of Communication Design course to create assessment 
opportunities that support students in developing aspects 
of their professional identity within the context of the 
interconnected, globalised world.
The participating cohort comprised of 50% local 
(Australian) student and 50% onshore international students 
with a range of cultural backgrounds and language skills. 
Staff worked directly with industry employers to design 
three assessments across two semesters that directly 
brought these first year students and employers together 
to work collaboratively on a series of live design briefs 
building towards global and employability skills.
The first of the assessment tasks, a design brief, required 
students to reflect upon and represent visually the unique 
voice and attributes they bring to interactions with clients. 
This task focused students’ attention on reflecting upon 
and communicating their own strengths to a third-party, 
and culminated in an exhibition in week three of first 
semester attended by employers. In interviews, students 
identified that this early exposure to employers helped 
“clarify professional goals” as well as “build confidence” 
in their pre-existing skills. In focus groups, students 
reported that this early intervention promoted a deeper 
sense of belonging to the professional discipline, increased 
their enthusiasm for the discipline and cemented their 
commitment to improve generic and specialist skills for 
future employment anywhere in the world.
The second assessment task built upon this foundation 
and developed student skills in adapting their outputs to 
the needs of audiences. Students in groups were given 
48 hours to produce a zine, an informal publication, 
and then several weeks to adapt their initial prototype 
based on employer and professional feedback. Following 
the model established in the first assessment, this 
culminated in an open exhibition attended and judged by 
employers from a broad range of professional and personal 
backgrounds. Because students had the opportunity to 
receive direct employer feedback at the prototype stage 
and then incorporate this into the design presented at the 
exhibition, they were able to engage in a genuine dialogue 
with the participating employers.  Students interviewed 
following the exhibition reported that this reinforced a 
sense of belonging to the profession and encouraged the 
development of their professional identity from  
first year.  
 In the final six weeks of the second semester, students 
worked directly with an international company to create a 
pitch for a genuine client whose company was expanding 
into global marketplaces in both the UK and Asia. Students 
were expected to adhere to existing professional standards, 
communicated by the employer. This required students, all 
of whom were first years, to incorporate foundational skills 
and push beyond them. Importantly it also encouraged 
them to move beyond their own cultural understanding 
to develop internationally relevant communications and 
creative solutions for the short-term, long-term, and future 
innovation needs of the client.
Directly connecting students, educators, employers, and, 
indeed, clients encouraged a sustained dialogue from the 
beginning of the higher education experience. As one 
student noted in a focus group, this allowed students 
to develop their professional identity “organically and 
naturally” while simultaneously building core disciplinary 
skills. For the student, this meant that while “different 
people may take different things out of [the assessments], 
everyone is taking something away in terms of skills and 
contacts.” While this structure was beneficial to a cohort of 
students with varied skills and needs, it was also valuable 
to the participating employers and clients. Participation 
placed fewer time and resource demands on employers 
than typically presented by work integrated learning 
(WIL) commitments, and yet allowed for a longer-term 
engagement. One of the employer representatives expressed 
his views on the value of participation:
To see these students grow over the semester so quickly and 
professionally is surprising. Their ability to clearly communicate 
about their design process and understand the client’s language 
was very advanced. We want to watch these students in second 
and third year. There are a number of students that I think we 
will want to employ as graduates.
In this way, participation allowed for the emergence of 
more meaningful understandings of the baseline skills 
and capacities that can be expected and achieved from 
graduates. Importantly, employer-embedded assessment 
served to increase equity and professional connections 
for all members of the cohort by facilitating relationships 
between employers and students who might not otherwise 
participate in these types of global project experiences in 
first year.
Developing intercultural competencies through 
peak global experiences
The re-conceptualised Interdisciplinary Communication 
Project was designed to provide students from diverse 
backgrounds with opportunities for sustained work-
integrated intercultural engagement. Viewed from the 
perspective of the Australian cohort, the initiative was a 
success.  Of the ten Australian participants, six identified in 
interviews that without grant support they would not have 
been able to participate. All spoke to increased awareness 
of the Vietnam campus and the majority noted their 
transformed perceptions of Vietnam more broadly. Overall, 
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the Melbourne-based students echoed the belief that the 
hybrid offering had, in the words of an interviewee, allowed 
for intercultural relationships to develop, “as organically 
as possible”. Despite these results, full reciprocity and 
equitable intercultural engagement remain ongoing issues. 
Reflecting on the teaching experience, course coordinators 
asserted that time-shifting and prolonged engagement 
resulted in overall better student experiences. However, 
like students, they noted that prolonging cross-cultural 
interactions did not completely negate the ethnocentric 
behaviours that had characterised earlier iterations of  
the subject.
It is, of course, overly ambitious to assume that any single 
curriculum experience can produce full intercultural 
competency. Intercultural awareness is developed through 
a spectrum of experiences that shape both ‘mindsets’ 
and ‘skillsets’ (Bennett, JM, 2008; Bennett, J. & Bennett, 
M., 2004; Bennett, M. & Adelphi, 2001). Like any learning 
experience, these opportunities provide basic tools for 
capacity building, if not full transformation. The acquisition 
of these capacities occurs in stops and starts. Importantly, 
as demonstrated by the Melbourne students’ growing 
awareness of inequities, intercultural awareness develops 
over time.
The study tour model trialled by The Belonging Project 
attempted to provide students with such a space. Our 
research, however, strongly suggests that broader reflection 
on the institution limits, assumptions and obstacles 
to equitable engagement is necessary. Too often study 
tours are treated as a cure-all: a one-stop answer to the 
development global citizens. The challenge for educational 
institutions and educators is to recognize that “study 
abroad in and of itself does not lead to [that] development” 
(Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002, p.43). Meaningful 
intercultural learning requires purposeful design that 
shapes spaces not only of encounter but also of  
sustained reflection.
Conclusion
The Belonging Project team evaluated the impact 
and implications of the 2014 initiatives (Appendix 3) 
and continued to make a significant contribution to 
the day-to-day practice of staff in the School of Media 
and Communication. During 2014, the project team 
consolidated the work undertaken on the first year 
experience by supporting, monitoring and evaluating the 
third iteration of a number of our first year pilots. The team 
also expanded the core competencies embedded within 
these transition initiatives to inform further capacity 
building exercises related to interdisciplinary learning  
and teaching.
In addition to the increased scholarly dissemination 
of research previously discussed, the 2014 phase of The 
Belonging Project has lead to many significant ongoing 
linkages both within RMIT and with external stakeholders. 
It has also offered opportunities for increased engagement 
with other schools and colleges across the university in the 
development of transferrable resources.
Recommendations
1. Continue to develop accessible and sustainable 
professional development and learning and teaching 
resources around internationalising the curriculum to 
support the development of intercultural competencies 
in disciplinary contexts across all year levels ‘at home’.
2. Establish global/international learning and teaching 
‘communities of practice’ at the College level.
3. Recognise that internationalised learning and teaching 
requires meaningful interactions between staff and a 
platform for sharing learning and practices across the 
College.
4. Align learning and teaching strategies and policies 
across all RMIT campuses, in order to support 
sustainable integration of diverse academic cultures.
5. Investigate and develop reciprocal travel opportunities 
for our partners involved in study tours (in particular 
for RMIT Vietnam).
6. Increase equity to global experiences, including 
increasing the participation of low SES students in 
global experiences, facilitating sustained intercultural 
engagement for those unable to participate in long-
term study abroad, supporting the development of 
more equitable relationships between participants in 
global experiences, and developing reciprocal travel 
opportunities for our partners involved in study tours 
(in particular for RMIT Vietnam).
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Dissemination and Outputs
In 2014, we disseminated our research through national and 
international channels. These included:
Conference presentation
Presentation of the Belonging three-tiered model of student 
belonging at the international First Year Higher Education 
conference in Darwin and at the Philosophy of Education 
Society of Australasia (PESA) Conference in New Zealand.
Journal and conference submissions
Araújo, N., Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Morieson, L., Lukas, K., & 
Wilson, R. (2014). Belonging in the first year: A creative 
discipline cohort case study. The International Journal of 
the First Year in Higher Education, 5(2), 21-31.
Araujo, N., Wilson. R., Clarke, B., & Carney, L. (2015). The 
Global at Home, At Home in the Global. Philosophy of 
Education Society of Australasia Conference, University 
of Waikato, New Zealand, November 22-25. (under review 
for Conference Proceedings)
Morieson, L., Araujo, N., Clarke, B. Carlin, D., Lukas, K. & 
Wilson, R. Belonging in Space: Informal Learning Spaces 
and the Student Experience. Higher Education Research 
and Development (under review)
Forthcoming conference submissions
Why Belonging Still Matters. STARS Conference, Melbourne, 
July 2015 (refereed paper, under review)
The Belonging Project: A Good Practice Report. STARS 
Conference, Melbourne, July 2015 (Good Practice report 
under review)
Student Engagement for Employability: A Belonging Project 
Case Study. HERDSA, Melbourne, July 2015 (Abstract 
accepted, refereed paper under review)
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Industries for a OLT funding for a strategic project in 2016.
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Appendix 1
Global at Home: At Home in the Global: Staff survey results
Summary - 39 Responses
Phase 1: Being Global - A Peak at Home Global Experience
Question 1
















1) Information to help students work together in multi-cultural groups.
2) I have both international experience and contacts. I know how to embed these 
in my programs and courses. What I do not have at RMIT is any supporting 
infrastructure (systems, processes and technological support) to enable these 
to be taken to an appropriate level. Having to apply for external funding to 
‘internationalise’ is rather sad for a university that purports to have a global 
outlook. RMIT’s systems are antithetical to good practice in this regard.
3) Anything you have to offer
4) The university isn’t rely serious about being global. It targets markets and 
invests in haphazard ways around these targets. The most obvious and ridiculous 
example of this is the RMIT Europe project which has the same credibility as regal 
honours. It was generated by a few self-interested senior academics and is doomed 
to cost a lot and produce virtually nothing. No-one is prepared to say as much. 
The reason European universities want to engage with emit is largely as a conduit 
to Asia, which is where emit should be focusing all its energies.
5) dynamic speakers who have been in the classrooms recently, less managers from 
professional units in the universities.
6) I really don’t know. If the workshops are tailored to postgraduate coursework 
then I’d come, but the undergrad stuff seems quite different.
7) Workshops on taking students on overseas field trips/study tours.
Phase 2: Doing Global - Fostering Global Perspectives
Question 1
Case studies or vignettes of assessment tasks that privilege and promote international perspectives.
Yes
No
0 7 14 21 28 35
35 responses 76%
8 responses 17%
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question 2
Case studies or vignettes of assessment tasks to aligning to notions of a global professional identity.
Yes
No




Workshops to help prepare course material that embodies international perspectives.
Yes
No




Participating in a community of practice around global professional, academic and social perspectives.
Yes
No




1) Have mentors or champions that can work in smaller groups rather than large 
meetings/workshops
2) see above - it has to be with postgrad coursework in mind.
3) These options all sound too time intensive--keep it simple. We use international 
cases, examples and perspectives. The global professional sounds most intriguing.
4) Not me personally, but these things would be useful for others. I have very close 
research and academic ties in Indonesia, so I have a pretty intimate knowledge 
of these systems. The idea of blanket cultural sensitivities strikes me as a little 
strange. I think this is also a failing with the policy. No-one whom I’ve encountered 
in senior management could define ‘global’ let alone mobilise it through effective 
academic training. I think, again, it simply means international market, rather 
than genuine cultural engagement. While we might train our academic staff in 
curriculum and assessment sensitivies, they would undoubtedly encounter a range 
of policies that are designed to standardise curriculum and suppress nuance.
5) I’m not really sure what this means “Participating in a community of practice 
around global professional, academic and social perspectives”
Phase 3: Feeling Global- Identifying and Acknowledging  
Existing Global Diversity in the Classroom
Question 1
A report or data pack prior to the start of semester that provides a detailed overview of the cultural diversity within each of your classes.
Yes
No
0 6 12 18 24 30 36
29 responses 63%
12 responses 26%
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Question 2
Online resources in harnessing the cultural diversity within your classroom.
Yes
No




Workshops on cultural diversity in the classroom.
Yes
No




Other online resources, for example, the ‘inclusive teaching’ website http://www.rmit.edu.au/teaching/inclusive
Yes
No




1) I would appreciate a discussion of this issues beyond the rmit values and 
corporate speak. a deeper confrontation of what global means, what the western 
gaze means, what orientalism means. It seems to reduce to actions without talking 
as much about the why. Also, lets get some of the people who don’t usually turn up 
for these things. I dont know how you would do that :p
2) I’ve indicated “no” for workshops but the answers could be maybe. Examples 
tend to be of efforts where much time was invested. If the workshop was of quick, 
consciousness-raising tips to integrate into our curriculum and teaching style, that 
would be beneficial.
3) The processes for running study tours need to be streamlined. The workload 
involved in running them must be better reflected in the WAM. The disconnect 
between the rhetorical support for study tours and other international 
experiences, and the lack of financial support for them, must be resolved. We 
should refine our ideas about what international experiences are valuable for 
RMIT graduates. More support for our international students’ international 
experience (ie, in Australia) should be developed.
4) I had a look at the above website and did not find it helpful for teaching 
international students. Most of the suggestions were very general, and refer 
to approaches I already use in the classroom. I would prefer some real world 
examples/case studies of classroom activities and assessments that ‘harness 
cultural diversity’.
5) These are good ideas. The university needs to invest in these resources and 
in staff training which would identify what the particular cultural group has 
experienced in previous education. 
6) This is actually more critical than blanket cultural sensitivity training, and 
might help staff deal with the learning style of individual students and their 
particular backgrounds. Again, however, these forms of training will encounter 
other policies and regulations which contradict sensitivity or exceptionalism. The 
classroom experiences in Indonesia at all levels, inc university, are vastly different 
to those in Australia. How do we deal with this? The university needs to invest in 
resourcing and training, well beyond vignettes and case studies.
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Personal Details








lived / worked 
outside Australia










Master of Media, PhD 










































1 2 3 4 5
11% 0% 11% 44% 11%






1 2 3 4 5
11% 0% 44% 33% 0%







1 2 3 4 5
11% 11% 33% 22% 11%







1 2 3 4 5
22% 11% 33% 22% 0%







1 2 3 4 5
0% 0% 33% 22% 0%
Harnessing the Cultural Diversity in Your Classroom in Group Work
Summary 9 responses 
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Question 6: Your Experience: What do you find challenging when teaching culturally diverse groups  
of students?
1) Knowing where students are from.
2) Helping students with different classroom habits and learning patterns to work with each other.
3) As a young teacher it was challenging to find a language that allowed local and international students to work together at same level.
4) Getting the dominant group (usually Anglo) to be interested in non-dominant perspectives and to see them as relevant to their practice/lifeworlds.
5) Enabling all to feel comfortable enough to have a voice and participate in class room activities.
Question 7: What would help you improve how you teach culturally diverse students in groups?
1) Online materials as well as workshops that students can go to understand the expected classroom and learning practices at RMIT, so there is at least a 
standard everyone is aware of. 
2) Although I’m sure there’s already something like this at RMIT.
3) Nothing.
4) Great if school can formalize some training around this.
5) Knowing more about different cultural groups and how their customs and up-bringing impacts on how they learn.
6) Refresher workshop - a grab bag of ideas to use/adapt/experiment with.
7) Peer support.
8) Stories of effective intercultural experiences.
Question 8: What have you discovered works well when teaching culturally diverse groups?
1) Lots of discussions and sharing of opinions and thoughts. For new groups, mixing students up, splitting them up from friends etc to get them to interact with 
others they may not ordinarily mix/work with.
2) Huge emphasis on RESPECT for all and do exercises that allow internationals to save face and build self-esteem. I have been working on this and tend to use 
a special language in class that emphasizes how we are all privileged to work in a global classroom alongside diverse groups. Also good to focus on benefits of 
this so that students must articulate for themselves how/why useful to work with different cultural groups.
3) Travel City-based site visits.
4) Depends on the aims of the particular class session and its context. You have to start from anew every time in terms of evaluating what might be needed.
5) Activities that force students to go into small groups that are not their usual circles of friends (with an already clearly-delineated expectations of standards 
of behaviours to create a safe space for all and what the outcomes of the activities are).
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Question 9: How much do you think cultural differences affect interactions?
1) Significantly.
2) High level.
3) Cultural differences - especially not knowing about how other cultures operate (and why) has a huge impact on interactions.
4) Hugely. It is good to make open reference to the relative value of cultural communication, customs and appropriacy. It would be great to have some 
workshops to get staff involved and experienced with this.
5) A lot. Especially if people don’t feel they are in a safe space.
Question 10: Any other comments on this workshop and resources:
1) I have some experience in working as a journalist as well as in training and teaching journalists and students from across the Asia-Pacific region. Happy to 
contribute in any way I can.
2)  Am available to help if required. thanks, this is a great idea! 
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Appendix 2
Harnessing the cultural diversity in your classroom in group work: 
Professional development workshop and resources
Culture: definitions, dynamics and resources 
(Keogh & Lynch)
Group Work Processes
Understanding the principles of ‘generic’ student group work is the 
foundation on which to build knowledge and skills in managing ‘culturally 
diverse’ student groups.
Difficulties with group work may reflect inappropriate use of the method 
such as:
•  Not planning for ways to deal with conflicts.
•  Not providing clear and specific tasks and timelines.
•  Setting tasks that are better done individually than in a group.
•  Using groups to manage large classes rather than to  
encourage learning.
•  Assessing the group as if they were generating individual work 
through to taking no account of individual effort.
Resolving these problems lessens the likelihood of frustrations arising 
from (mis) management being directed by one group of students at 













Student self-selection Students choose who to work with Students overlooked or rejected
Inequity in skill distribution
Inequity in task distribution
Selective appointment
Groups formed on the 
basis of criteria i.e. mark 
aspirations, meeting times, 
complementary skills, 
specific competencies
Students have common goals
Less pressure on low achievers
Student skills recognised and rewarded as being proficient
Appreciation of diversity required in group work
Low achievers not exposed to higher expectations
Friends with shared aspirations not accepting a newcomer
Less opportunity to develop new skills in unfamiliar roles 
Random selection Opportunity for students to learn from new people
Opportunity to enhance communication skills
Student concern about skills and attitudes of other 
students
Students resent lack of choice
Selection of topic choices Students interested in topic
Students working with interested others
Inequity in skill distribution
Student concern about skills and attitudes of other 
students
Table 1: Group Selection Options Kriflik & Mullan 2007:15
Culturally Diverse group work
With a strong foundation of group work processes in place you are ready to 






Be explicit and explain to students the purpose of using culturally diverse 
group work and interactive learning
Help students see group work as a legitimate learning method and encourage 
them to see interaction as valuable, especially since cross cultural interaction 
outside of the classroom is often very limited.
2. Membership 
Letting students choose who will be in ‘their’ culturally diverse group might 
be the best way to set membership if:
•  It is relatively early in the program
•  You do not know your students well
•  The task is relatively short-lived and/or straightforward
•  They need to work within familiar rules and behaviours
•  Assessment stresses the final product. 
Arguments against self-selection include:
•  Some students’ preference for multicultural groups, perhaps as 
a chance to interact with fellow students and to practise using 
informal, discipline-specific English
•  Providing early, low-stakes practice with formative feedback to 
prepare for later summative assessment that includes cross-cultural 
competence.
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Teachers may decide to allocate group membership where:
•  Tasks clearly warrant a global perspective
•  Students are expected to develop group skills
•  Teachers know individual students’ skills and competence
•  The group process is being assessed as well as the product
•  The programme is producing graduates with cross-cultural 
competence 
When you are ‘engineering’ culturally diverse group membership, bear in 
mind:
•  Distribution of international students. Ensure at least two in 
groups where home students predominate. If some students share 
a language, ensure the issue is addressed and the group reaches 
agreement about its management.
•  Global conflicts. Students from some areas will not necessarily 
find it easy to work together. If you know your students, you could 
explore this aspect with them.
•  The size of the group and the relative diversity of membership. Five 
to seven is considered optimal; very diverse groups (however you 
define this) may need to be smaller.
3. Tasks 
A suitable culturally diverse group task involves all group members, rewards 
all members’ skills and previous experience, and (ideally) encourages the 
kind of synergy that turns students’ diverse skills and knowledge into an 
asset rather than a liability. 
You could do this by:
a. Choosing a collaborative verb (compile a catalogue, comment on others’ 
contribution, collect applications of a theory and compare their 
significance, assemble a portfolio of examples, prepare positions on an 
issue or prepare for a debate by first documenting and justifying a wide 
range of possible positions).
b. Setting a complex problem requiring joint effort (e.g. prepare for a 
product launch, redesign an old advertising campaign or role-play a public 
enquiry).
c. Requiring roles (chair, note taker, reflector etc.)
d. Asking students to draw on skills in the group (e.g. a strong organiser 
who finds oral presentations difficult or someone with statistical skills 
who feels less confident about their English).
e. Making all students equally unsure via ‘fuzzy’ tasks (with clear task 
briefs) or unusual contexts such as finding a solution that would work in 
Antarctica so all start with an unfamiliar context.
If cultural knowledge is essential, (e.g. a nation’s media ownership laws or 
television content ratings then state this explicitly (‘I am assuming you know 
about xx’) and provide advice on filling general knowledge gaps. 
Adapt the context in which the task is set to recognise all students’ 
sensitivities. For example, one course set a case study in a brewery which 
meant students with religious reasons to avoid alcohol had to set aside 
strongly held views before they could engage with the task. Of course are 
teaching a course on managing breweries or any of a range of issues where 
students are likely to hold strong beliefs, then these become part of the 
learning outcomes. If this is not the case, choosing another industry would 
work equally well.
4. Assessment 
Culturally diverse student groups may need longer to achieve the final 
outcome as the group will first need to time to explore new areas and ways 
to communicate effectively.
Unless the task lasts for many weeks, if you are only assessing the final 
result, you may be inadvertently making diversity a disadvantage. If you 
assess both the product (i.e. what they must do) and the process (i.e. how 
they do it), you are telling students to put effort into both rather than aiming 
for a ‘perfect’ final artefact.
Assessing culturally diverse group work is more effective if:
•  All students know what will be assessed and how marks will be 
allocated.
•  Difficult aspects such as cross-cultural communication or managing 
conflict effectively attract a percentage of the final mark that reflects 
the effort involved.
•  It is clear how students track and record their own and others’ 
efforts.
•  Marks are allocated to reflect individual effort. Judging individual 
effort is problematic in all group work and even more so where 
culturally diverse membership is involved, especially if peer 
assessment is used. Criteria for a ‘good performance’ need to 
consider the relative importance of English language competence. 
In general, both home students and international students over-
estimate the impact of English on a student’s ability to contribute 
though students with low English competence will struggle with all 
aspects of group work, especially in the early months.
•  Assessment methods (e.g. a poster, video clip, oral exam) are 
rehearsed with formative feedback on how to improve.
Facilitating group work
Despite students’ and teachers’ best efforts, conflict in group work is 
virtually inevitable. In culturally diverse group work, the differences that 
often cause the conflict will also often prevent students from drawing on 
shared assumptions and communication styles to resolve them. The teacher, 
therefore, needs to intervene by:
•  Setting ground rules for participation and discussing how the group 
will manage conflict.
•  Making clear what the group will do should  
conflict arise
•  Planning ahead for addressing conflict. 
•  Observing or tracking group activity to spot the signs, if possible, 
before the situation becomes serious.
Managing ‘difficult moments’ in a culturally diverse group may be 
challenging but if the emphasis remains on learning from the experience 
and gaining useful intercultural and cross-cultural communication skills, 
students can develop skills they can use next time. As they will probably 
encounter many such culturally diverse groups during their university and 
career life-time, it may be that enhanced group skills are the most useful 
outcome of assessed, course-specific independent group work.
Acknowledgement: Permission granted 19 Nov 2014. These ideas area 
adapted from the Economics Network http://www.economicsnetwork.
ac.uk/showcase/internationalisation and are based on a chapter in a 
book, Teaching International Students: improving learning for all (eds. 
Carroll and Ryan, 2005 by Routeledge). The full text includes references to 
studies and research to support the recommendations, and another chapter 
by Glauco de Vita in the Brookes Business School about using group work 
where the cultural differences themselves form part of  
the assessment.
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Definitions
Culture and communication 
styles
Describes the patterns of expression and rules for interaction that reflects the values and norms of a culture. Differences 
can be derived from the extent to which meaning is transmitted through actual words used or implied by the context for 
e.g. high and low  
cultural context.
Cultural differences Refers to the degree of actual difference between two cultures.
Cultural diversity Relates to the diverse ethnic, religious and language dimensions of all people in our University community.
Culture general Refers to those general characteristics that can be found in any culture such as communication style, values, etc. It is also 
a method of studying intercultural communication in which one deals with the aspects of culture and communication 
that apply to all cultures.
Definitions
Cultural generalization Refers to the categorization of the predominant tendencies in a cultural group; in other words, the tendency of the 
majority of people to hold certain values and beliefs and engage in certain pattern of behaviour.
Culture specific Refers to the distinctive qualities of a particular culture. It can also be a method of studying intercultural communication 
when the cultural characteristics of a culture are studied and used to explore the broad, general characteristics of the 
structure of cultures.
Culture stress The fatigue that occurs when new behaviours are practiced in a different culture. It is mostly a short-term response to 
stimulus overload, e.g. trying to drive a car on the different side of the road, hearing comments about ourselves in the 
local language.
Dress An almost universal dress code has evolved among teenagers but, interestingly, there are still differences particularly with 
religious beliefs and values, such as what informs modesty. 
Ethnocentrism The view held by members of a particular culture that the values and ways of one’s own group are superior to others and 
that all other cultures are judged inferior with reference to this view.
Ethnorelativism The assumption that cultures can only be understood relative to one another and that particular behaviour can only be 
understood within a cultural context. This is the opposite of ethnocentrism.
Inclusive practice Recognises diversity as a resource that enriches our core activities. Incorporating cultural diversity into university life 
promotes mutually respectful relationships and has the potential to create an innovative, creative and productive 
environment.
Language The less language ability one has and the more essential language is to functioning well in the host culture, the more 
difficult it will be to function in the culture.
Stereotype Can be defined as the uncritical (and often pejorative) application of a generalization, often negative, to every person in 
a cultural group; or, extrapolating cultural characteristics from only a few people in a group. This is usually based on race, 
religion, ethnic origin, nationality, gender, socio-economic status. 
Values Cultural generalizations about what a group of people think is good or ideal, even though they may not always act in 
accordance with the principle.
Source: Adapted from the Online Cultural Resources for Study Abroad, University of the Pacific http://www2.pacific.edu/sis/culture/
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Culture and Communication: It is helpful to be aware/understand that the following aspects play a role communicating across cultures
Greeting Rituals How long is an appropriate greeting? Are compliments fitting? Are different status people greeted differently? What 
physical behaviour (e.g., handshaking—how often, other touching, if any) is expected? There are many different greeting 
rituals such as bowing, cheek-kissing, holding the palms of your hands together (prayer position). 
Honourifics What titles are used to address people? When are first names appropriate (if ever)? What difference does status make in 
using titles? Some places such as Germany and Japan have strong rules about how to address people and in other places, 
such as the Netherlands and Australia, the rules will be more relaxed.
Non-verbal communication Includes all behaviour that modifies, adds to, or substitutes for spoken or written language. 
Culture and Communication: It is helpful to be aware/understand that the following aspects play a role communicating across cultures
Eye Contact (Oculesics) Refers to the use or avoidance of eye-to-eye contact during a conversation. Some cultures are more dependent on 
direct eye contact and believe it is a sign of active listening and, often, sincerity and honesty and others find it rude and 
uncomfortable.
Gestures (Kinesics) Relates to the movement of hands, head, torso, etc., as messages both verbal and nonverbal. Gestures may parallel 
speech or be employed independently as commands, commentary, or even to deliver contradictory signals.
Personal Space (Proxemics) Relates to your personal space or “comfort zone” during conversation. The “size” of our specific “space” is unconsciously 
acquired in early childhood. Interpersonal space in sitting, standing, and speaking all has cultural meanings and may 
trigger intense emotional responses when violated. There is also a public, social, and intimate appropriate sense of space.
Paralanguage Aspects of communication that accompany speech such as tone, pitch, syllable stress, speed, and “accents.” 
Paralanguage often carries important clues and cues about relationships including superiority/inferiority, sarcasm, and 
sincerity/deception.
Time When is “late”? Are there cultural differences in what might be an appropriate reason to  
be late? 
Monochromic Time Cultural belief that time is the given and people are the variable; the needs of people are adjusted to suit the demands of 
time—schedules, deadlines, etc. Time is quantifiable, and a limited amount of it is available. People do one thing at a time 
and finish it before starting something else, regardless of circumstances. 
Polychromic Time Cultural belief that time is the servant and tool of people. Time is adjusted to suit the needs of people. More time is 
always available, and you are never too busy. People often have to do several things simultaneously, as required by 
circumstances. It’s not necessary to finish one thing before starting another, nor to finish your business with one person 
before starting in with another. 
Vocabulary What jargon is shared by the other person (if any)? When are you using slang or culture-specific metaphors (such as 
football parallels or references to television shows)? What words and ideas are specific to your particular peer group (e.g.: 
gnarly, man, dude, sick, bro, cool. etc.)? 
Source: Adapted from the Online Cultural Resources for Study Abroad, University of the Pacific http://www2.pacific.edu/sis/culture/
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Resources
Bean, R., 2006, The effectiveness of cross-cultural training in the Australian 
context, Cultural Diversity Services Pty Ltd, DIMA, Canberra, Australia 
http://www.culturaldiversity.net.au/documents/doc_view/58-effectiveness-
of-cross-cultural-training-final-report.html
Carroll, J. & Ryan, J. (eds.) 2005, Teaching international students: Improving 
learning for all, Routeledge, UK
Carroll, J. 2009, The Economics Network http://www.economicsnetwork.
ac.uk/showcase/carroll_diversity
de Vita, G. 2005, Fostering intercultural learning through multicultural group 
work pp. 75 – 84, Teaching international students: Improving learning for 
all, Routeledge, UK
Group Work, 2002-2014, Study, Research and Writing, Faculty of Business, 
Learning and Teaching, University of Sydney http://sydney.edu.au/
business/learning/students/study_research_writing/groupwork/template_
downloads
Group Work Guide for Staff and Students, 2002-2014, Faculty of Education 
and Social Work, Learning and Teaching, University of Sydney http://
sydney.edu.au/business/learning/students/study_research_writing/
groupwork
The Hofstede Centre http://geert-hofstede.com/ * This website cannot be used 
as a reference. References must be made to one or both of the original 
sources noted below.
*Geert Hofstede, Gert Jan Hofstede, Michael Minkov, Cultures and 
Organizations: Software of the Mind. Revised and Expanded 3rd Edition. 
New York: McGraw-Hill USA, 2010
*Geert Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, 
Institutions, and Organizations Across Nations.  Second Edition, 
Thousand Oaks CA: Sage Publications, 2001
Kriflik,L. & Mullan, J. 2007, Strategies to Improve Student Reaction to Group 
Work, Journal of University Teaching Practice, v4 (1)   http://jutlp.uow.edu.
au/2007_v04_i01/kriflik009.html
La Brack, B., 2000-2003, On-Line Cultural Training Resources for Study 
Abroad, What’s Up With Culture, University of the Pacific, California, 
USA http://www2.pacific.edu/sis/culture/
Paige, R. Michael. 1993, On the Nature of Intercultural Experience 
and Intercultural Education, in Education for the Intercultural 
Experience (Michael Paige, Ed) Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press. 
Appendix 3
The Belonging Project: Evaluation of impact and implications of the 
2014 initiatives
The three Phases of the project were evaluated progressively over the year of the project. It will continue the approach of the Belonging Project philosophy of 
‘connected to the grassroots’, inclusive, and iterative over the student life cycle of  
the year. 
Phase 1 – Feeling Global: Literature review, review and apply findings to develop trial initiatives, map and collate best practice within the 
school, develop draft toolkit resources, and develop de-identified data-packs.
Source of information
Key evaluation questions
Project Team Literature Staff Students
What did a successful project look like from the literature/
existing/best practice? (was this identified) % %
Were the final parameters and boundaries of the project 
clear? How do these compare to the original scope of the 
project?
% % % %
Do outcomes require modification from the evidence 
collated from Phase 1? % % %
Were there any unintended outcomes from this process? % % % %
Have the key concepts underpinning the project after 
Phase 1 research been met? % % % %
Are the key concepts and values that will drive the project 
from this point? Are the project outcomes and outputs 
reflective of that or do they need to change?
% % %
What factors have impacted on the outcomes of this part 
of the project? (Have they been documented) % %
Have the outcomes articulated for each key stakeholders 
cohort? % % % %
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Phase 2 - Doing Global: Development and implementation of workshops on international perspectives, and Draft Toolkit
Source of information
Key evaluation questions
Project Team Literature Staff Students
Have you identified what does/do successful toolkit & 
resources look like? %
Have the intended outcomes from phase 1, informed 
the development of learning and teaching tasks within 
courses?
% % % %
Do the outcomes of the project need to be refined? % % % %
Were there any unintended outcomes? % % % %
How can the toolkit be made to be effective within the 
context of creative industries, but sufficiently transferable 
and flexible?
% % %
How have stake-holders needs impacted on the co-
creation of the toolkit? % % % %
Phase 3 - Being Global: Development of a cross institutional/campus assessment between Melbourne and 
Vietnam, implementation of this and evaluation to inform framework, toolkit and resources.
Source of information
Key evaluation questions
Project Team Staff Students
What has been identified as the blockers and enablers of 
cross-campus virtual assessment and has this informed the 
outcomes?
% %
Have the practical challenges in coordination of global 
connections been presented? % % %
Have you have successful project outcomes and do they 
look like success. % % %
Have the parameters and boundaries of the project been 
clear? %
Do the outcomes of the project need to be refined? % % %
Have you developed key concepts and values that have 
drive  the project? Do project outcomes and outputs 
communicate these?
%




Project Team Staff Students Key evaluation 
questions
Were there any variations from what was planned, what 
and has the why been documented %
Has the project been co-ordinated over each phase of 
activity? %
To what extent have the intended outcomes been 
achieved? Were there any unintended outcomes? ( is this 
documented)
% % % %
How could have the project be improved?( is this 
documented) % % % %
Have the needs of the stakeholders been met? % % %
To what extent are the outputs useful and transferable to 
other staff to develop or adapt their curriculum? % %
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Belonging in education: Lessons from the Belonging 
Project 
Lucy Morieson, David Carlin, Bronwyn Clarke, Karli Lukas and Rachel Wilson  RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia 
 
Abstract 
This paper presents some preliminary findings from The Belonging Project—a longitudinal 
learning and teaching research project seeking to develop and define a new approach to 
student engagement. In this project, the concept of belonging is used as a tactic to engage 
both staff and students in the School of Media and Communication at RMIT University as 
part of the project’s aim to improve the student experience. This paper maps the way in 
which we use belonging—defined in relation to the educational experience—as a point of 
departure to achieve this outcome. Having established our definition of belonging and its 
purpose in our project, we then discuss some key results of focus groups with students, 
outlining the way in which students navigate issues of transition, interdisciplinarity, and 
notions of space and place, in their relationship to university and campus life.  
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Introduction The Belonging Project is a learning and teaching project aimed at improving student engagement in the School of Media and Communication at RMIT University in Melbourne, Australia. The project employs the concept of “belonging” as a way to articulate a renewed focus on the student experience within the Australian tertiary sector, brought about by a range of political, economic and social changes and pressures. As Australia, along with many other developed nations, continues to affirm its belief in the value of building a “knowledge” or “innovation” economy (Australian Government, 2009), the necessity of training a broad base of future knowledge workers becomes a practical reality. Responding to this challenge, universities find themselves welcoming larger and more diverse cohorts in order to meet this demand.   Set against these wide-ranging social changes, we have adopted the concept of belonging as a rhetorical device to draw together and narrativise the range of practical strategies we are developing to improve the student experience in our school. The concept of belonging has proved particularly meaningful given our desire to ensure a grassroots approach to change. Ours is a recently formed school, the result of a 2009 merger between the former Schools of Applied Communication and Creative Media to form The School of Media and Communication, the largest at RMIT University.1 It was not solely a 
                                                          1 There are currently 12 undergraduate programs in the School of Media and Communication, representing a diverse array of disciplinary approaches: Media, Journalism, Public Relations, Professional Communication, Advertising, Creative Writing, Photography, Games, Animation & Interactive Media, Music Industries, Communication Design, and Multimedia Systems.  
structural merger, but also represented the integration of distinct disciplinary identities and associated pedagogies. Many staff members were required to change processes that had over many years become accepted as the normal or only way of doing things. It was a challenging time for many. This process of change, combined with a raft of new strategic directives from the university level, has left staff cynical of change that is seemingly driven and enforced from “above.” In this environment, it was necessary to adopt an inclusive and grassroots philosophy in our work with staff. Through this process, belonging became a resonant concept for the staff as well as the students of this large new school. In this paper we outline the way in which our project has worked from belonging as a theoretical concept and idealised psycho-social state, to a range of transferrable curricular and extra-curricular initiatives to achieve its application in practice. In this way, our project demonstrates the currency and value of the concept of belonging in the area of education, and in the development of student engagement strategies within the discipline of media and communication. Before mapping some of these strategies, we first outline the broader social context that the project emerges from, the propositions of the emergent Belonging Narrative Model that we have developed, and discuss the processes we undertook to test this model in focus groups with undergraduate students in our school. We will discuss themes emerging from the focus groups and through this range of concerns, we demonstrate the conceptual potential of belonging to address the range of challenges facing the contemporary university. 
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Belonging in the educational 
context  The Belonging Project aims to develop a model for an improved cohort experience aligned to the three-year undergraduate degree structure. Its guiding principles are designed to be transferrable to other contexts and institutions in the higher education sector. Specifically, our project aims to develop a range of strategies that are inclusive of all students, including those from international and low socioeconomic status (LSES) backgrounds. These more diverse cohorts are a by-product of the Australian government’s stated focus on attracting and retaining students from a range of backgrounds who have not traditionally undertaken higher education, most clearly articulated in the Bradley Review’s targets (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008). These include, for instance, a national target of at least 40% of 25 to 34-year-olds having attained a qualification at bachelor level or higher by 2020, and a national target of 20% of higher education enrolments at undergraduate level from LSES backgrounds by 2020 (p. xiv).  But these targets, and the more diverse cohorts they will attract to universities, bring with them new challenges. Devlin (2010) argues that it would be a “moral and economic tragedy” (para 22) for universities to attract more LSES students without providing the necessary support for them to succeed. For all students, the transition to university can be fraught, but even more so for students from LSES or international backgrounds. Research has found that for these students, “engagement with the university experience is like engaging in a battle, a conflict. These are students for whom the culture of the institution is foreign and at times 
alienating and uninviting” (Krause, 2005, p. 9). Further, students from LSES backgrounds “have less confidence in the personal and career relevance of higher education” and have been found to “experience alienation from the cultures of universities” (James et al., 2008, p. 3). For students like these, a sense of belonging can be vital in ensuring they persist and succeed at university (James, 2001).  As Baumeister and Leary (1995) outline, the need to belong is a fundamental human motivation and takes precedence over self-esteem and self-actualisation. The authors argue that individuals working alone face a “severe competitive disadvantage” compared to those working as part of a group (p. 499). When applied to the higher education sector it could be said that it is socially and professionally threatening not to belong, particularly within the post-university context. While belonging has clear implications for the social experience of students, it also plays a crucial role academically. For instance, Baumeister and Leary (1995) argue that belonging is a powerful influence on human thinking and “both actual and potential bonds exert substantial effects on how people think” (p. 505), while Baumeister, Twenge, and Nuss (2002) outline the positive relationship between social connectedness and cognitive performance. Walton, Cohen, Cwir and Spencer (2011) argue that “the mere sense of social connectedness” enhances students’ motivation to achieve, as they respond to and quickly adopt the goals of others as their own within a group environment (p. 529). Citing Aronson, the writers also note that, “research on cooperative learning finds that structuring school assignments so that it is in students’ interest to cooperate rather than compete can increase cooperation and improve school outcomes” (p. 515). 
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Figure 1:  The Belonging Project’s model of the undergraduate student experience 
The “Belonging Model” of 
student engagement Having established the relationship between belonging, personal development and academic success, we used it as the basis for developing a narrative model for the undergraduate student experience. The model is designed to narrativise the range of academic and social transitions and events that make up the student experience. We have employed a narrative methodology, recognising that “stories are powerful tools in learning, because they are one of the most fundamental ways to order experiences and events” (Abma, 2000, p. 226). The Belonging Narrative Model develops across three tiers, connected to the existing three-year structures of the undergraduate 
experience, as well as the disciplinary and/or professional foci of courses particular to our school. In the Belonging Narrative Model (Figure 1), each student’s sense of identity and belonging is built incrementally across the three years of their undergraduate degree program, beginning with a strong grounding in a 
diverse disciplinary cohort (tier one), broadening out to encompass the 
interdisciplinary community of the school (tier two), and grounded in a sense of belonging as an ethical global citizen (tier three). The Belonging Narrative Model positions students not as passive consumers but rather as co-creators of their university experience, recognising the way in which universities are being reimagined as service providers, spaces where value is 
Morieson, Carlin, Clarke, Lukas & Wilson 
 
The International Journal of the First Year in Higher Education, 4(2) August, 2013 | 91 
co-created by consumers within complex frameworks of actors and resources (Karpen, Hall, Katsoulidis, and Cam, 2011). As the diagram suggests, the three tiers of the model are not rigidly successive, each locked to a particular year. Rather, elements of all tiers are present across the three year undergraduate student experience, but with a shifting emphasis. The timing of this emphasis is designed according to our disciplinary environment, but could be easily reordered in different contexts. Indeed, the model is designed with the particularities of our institutional context in mind; we work within the School of Media and Communication where students take the bulk of their courses in their professional field or discipline, along with a number of common core courses and contextual majors. However, it is also intended to be flexible; we are not aiming to prescribe specific structures or forms of belonging, but rather demonstrating a way that works in our environment, that can be reimagined and reinterpreted in different institutional and disciplinary settings.  
Testing the model: Student 
focus groups   Before we were able to pilot our first iteration of the model, it was necessary to test its propositions; first through a number of collaborative workshops with academic and professional staff, and then through a series of focus groups with students. For these focus groups, we approached students from all year levels and all programs in our school both in person at Student Staff Consultative Committee meetings and in core lectures, as well as via email. Out of 148 initial respondents, 75 students participated in a focus group. We ran 16 focus groups in total, with an average of 4 to 6 students in each group. Students were assigned groups 
according to year level, with separate cross-year groups for international students to provide them with a comfortable environment to encourage their contribution.  We began student focus groups with an icebreaker and focusing activity, drawing on Loi (2007) and Akama’s (2007) work on “playful triggers”—non-verbal artifacts used to facilitate discussion and interaction among people from diverse backgrounds. Students were first asked to use paper and coloured markers to “map” their student experience on worksheets. They referred back to these worksheets throughout the session, using them as prompts for discussion, adding to them as the sessions continued, and using them as a place to develop their thinking in response to the range of questions asked. Following their reflections on the worksheets, participants were asked to reflect further on key points in their university journey—from their pre-university expectations, their transition to first year, through to their thoughts upon completing their degree and embarking on their professional lives.  From the focus groups, we gained insights into a range of concerns facing students at key points of their transition before, during and after their undergraduate experience. The key themes that emerged were: expectations about university and RMIT; orientation needs and expectations; social expectations and issues; academic expectations and issues; industry and professional identity; cross-year connections; interdisciplinary connections; student spaces and resources; student communication; internationalisation and global links; and alumni perceptions. In the discussion that follows, we focus on four areas that presented themselves as both challenges and opportunities for improving the student experience in our School: 
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challenges of transition and the first year experience, interdisciplinary connections, informal spaces and how students can be at home in the world.  
Challenges of transition and the 
first year experience  The majority of the students who participated in focus groups were first years, and they confirmed what existing literature on the first year experience (FYE) has found (Devlin, Kift, Nelson, Smith, & McKay, 2012; Kift, 2008; Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010)—that transition into first year is the most challenging for students and the most crucial for universities to improve student retention and success. Our focus groups confirmed that the transition to university represents both an academic and social shift for students “on a journey to becoming self-managing or self-directed learners” (Kift et al., p. 3). We found that our students, often much to their surprise, require the assistance of teaching staff to make social connections with their cohort peers. Given the professional orientation of the programs in our School, many students reported beginning university with a highly instrumental approach to their study. However, a number of these students reported later realising how central to success social connections could be. As one student reflected: I just wanted to come 
here and get it done, to be honest. I didn’t 
realise how much I actually cared about 
having friends until I was here and I didn’t 
have any.  Another challenging transition was the introduction to a new academic environment, particularly around key academic literacies that are often rendered invisible as “common sense” to teaching staff. Students in programs that required 
the acquisition of technical skills (alongside conceptual development) expressed particular anxiety about differences in proficiency among the cohort: I came to this course and was just so 
intimidated by the technical skill of 
everyone, I was like, how am I supposed to 
catch up? ...I think it creates a lot of 
unhappiness actually. While most senior students had resolved this anxiety – as one third-year student recounted, I later learnt 
that uni is not about technical training, it’s 
about learning to think in a certain way – the evidence suggests that nonetheless there is a need for further work around this issue at key points of transition.   To remedy this, we piloted two initiatives: the first, introducing a more coordinated, school-wide approach to orientation; and the second, trialling and evaluating an off-campus “Cohort Day Out” in two programs, Photography and Creative Writing. Qualitative interviews held during O Week suggest that our efforts to introduce a new approach to orientation were largely successful. Students reported that they found their teachers welcoming, and enjoyed making new friends with common interests. As one student remarked: I got to 
meet a lot of people who were interested in 
the same thing I was. Another student told us that getting the time to meet their cohort before classes began was a valuable transition experience, given that they will be spending a lot of time with them over the coming three years. The Cohort Days Out were also successful in developing stronger connections among program cohorts. Our research suggests that these sorts of activities can be simple and low-cost, yet significantly improve students’ sense of belonging to their program and assist to develop key academic literacies, especially when part of a larger suite of well-timed formal and informal cohort 
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building activities throughout their first year.  
Interdisciplinary connections  The Belonging Narrative Model’s second tier emphasises connections between and across disciplines, making the most of the existing interdisciplinary learning environment of our School. We asked students in our focus groups about their awareness of this broader community, and about their place within it. Most students expressed a desire to develop a broader sense of belonging not just to their program peers, but also to the interdisciplinary community of the school. Many were keen to meet students in other disciplines, who they considered their “future co-workers.” As one student lamented: We don’t get enough 
opportunities to meet other people [who] 
could help us in our jobs later on in life. Students demonstrated that from an early stage of their undergraduate studies they were anticipating the flexible workplace and “portfolio career” that typifies professional life in the creative industries, in which a range of diverse roles and positions replaces the life-long job of old (Hartley, 2005). In this sort of professional landscape, flexibility is essential, and interdisciplinary learning, thinking and collaboration is what will equip students with the necessary skills to respond nimbly: “In the knowledge economy…the right knowledge to solve a problem is in a different place to the problem itself, so interdisciplinary innovation is an essential tool for the future” (Blackwell, Wilson, Street, Boulton, & Knell, 2009, p. 3).  However, our participants indicated that this needs to be achieved in a way that balances students’ need to belong to a localised cohort before they are able to extend themselves to interact productively 
on an interdisciplinary level. It should also be noted that not all programs and industries represented in our School reflect trends towards interdisciplinarity; in a number of fields specialisation is the trend, and so interdisciplinary activities need to be tailored to disciplinary contexts. Hence the inherent flexibility of our proposed model—different tiers of the narrative can be emphasised at different stages of the student experience, according to the demands of the discipline and program.   
Informal spaces One of the Belonging Project’s pilot initiatives involved seeking out and redesigning an underutilised on-campus space (i) to foster an interdisciplinary environment where students could mix with peers from other programs and disciplines within the school; and (ii) to facilitate a range of student activities, including quiet study, group work and social activities. In response to feedback from the student focus groups, we refurbished a student common area—called the Student Atelier—converting it as one student put it, from an “empty white cube” into a busy hub of student activity.  A key to the initiative’s success was our decision to employ an Interior Design graduate and three Communication Design students as co-creators of the refurbishment design. As Lomas and Oblinger (2006) argue, “spaces that catalyze social interaction, serendipitous meetings, and impromptu conversations contribute to personal and professional growth” (p. 5.62). The refurbished Atelier has seen a significant increase in student use, and widespread praise from students. In interviews following the refurbishment, students reflected on their use of the space, saying that it fills a gap between the 
                                                          2 Chapter 5, page 6. 
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formality of the library and the informality of public space: Having a space that’s not 
the library, that we can come to and be as 
loud as we like and do our group work is 
really important. The co-creation process of the refurbishment was also successful, with one student reporting that coming in 
here is quite communal, it feels like it’s the 
students’, like we own this place.   However, Lomas and Oblinger (2006) argue that “the students’ world is not just the physical one in which they find themselves; it is also the virtual one in which they chat with friends, meet people, share photographs, and explore new ideas” (p. 5.9).  Students in our focus groups described Facebook as the new study group. Students reported adopting Facebook features to suit their range of needs, from creating private groups to facilitate group work, using chat to check-in with their peers off-campus, using the Facebook wall as a message board and, in the visual disciplines, tagging peers in uploaded images to invite feedback on works-in-progress. For one participant, Facebook was the non-threatening way of approaching a stranger in the hallway: The 
Facebook group really helped because I got 
to uni and I was really lost and I didn’t feel 
comfortable going up to these people who 
were essentially strangers to me…doing it 
online I felt like less of an idiot. However, the online space can be isolating and risky for students without the necessary cultural capital and resources to interact appropriately online, and a number of our focus groups indicated that more work is required across the university to ensure that students fully grasp the professional and social implications of their use of Facebook from an early stage. 
 
At home in the world While many students demonstrated that they were already thinking internationally, positioning themselves as future global professionals, this was not necessarily something that they considered as part of their student experience. While a minority took advantage of existing exchange or study abroad opportunities, for most, these were not worth the bureaucratic hard work, and the University’s “global passport”3, was consigned to something they would do after their studies, as part of their future professional lives (a number cited Asia or the US as places they saw themselves working in future).  However, many students reported a persistent divide in the classroom between domestic and international cohorts. This reminds us that space is not just about interaction but also about belonging. Media ethnographer David Morley (2001) argues that home is not simply a physical space but also a place where one can be 
rhetorically at home, confident of being understood, of sharing the same discursive space (p. 425). For many, being at home and belonging is also about the exclusion of difference, so that those who belong do so at the exclusion of others from their notion of community. For international or LSES students, the university classroom can feel like a zone of exclusion, highlighting differences rather than similarities between students. However, it is worth noting that many international students possess a form of global cultural capital that domestic students may lack. The international students who participated in 
                                                          3 A key plank of RMIT’s (2011) Strategic Plan 
2015 is the “global passport,” with an aim to “define and deliver an RMIT student experience that is characterised by its global engagement, international mobility and cross cultural opportunities” (p. 9).  
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our focus groups had already positioned themselves as thoroughly “global” citizens, and were planning their next international experience – for postgraduate study or for work.  
Conclusion  Initial testing of the Belonging Narrative Model through focus groups provided evidence to underscore its logic: that students require a sense of belonging that is initially localised—professional, disciplinary, or program-based. However, they also crave a cumulative sense of belonging across and beyond disciplinary boundaries and within the dynamic environment of the School and University. In order to build capacity within cohorts, our first stage of pilot activities focussed on this group of students, as we introduced Coordinated Orientation Week activities across the School for the first time, trialled cohort building activities at the program level in two programs, and introduced a refurbished student space for School cohorts to use for work and socialising. While the details of these pilot initiatives will form the basis of future publications, our qualitative data to date supports an approach that emphasises a sense of belonging—to a program, school, and university—for all students.  A key realisation from the first phase of research was that fostering a sense of belonging for staff is essential if it is also to become a part of the student experience. While we had initially imagined that students would be central in our research efforts, it soon became clear that a great deal of work was necessary to harness the tacit knowledge of staff to best understand the student experience in our School. This is an approach that is supported by the work of  Devlin et al. (2012), whose project on teaching and support of LSES students 
included a guide for teachers as a key output. In making the student experience central, it is necessary to first interrogate and understand the staff experience, which will become a key part of our ongoing project in the succeeding phases. As we work towards further testing and developing our model, we will continue in our approach that is grassroots, inclusive of all staff and students, and uses the power of narrative to draw together the diverse interactions that comprise the student experience. 
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Abstract 
Drawing on contemporary transition pedagogy, this paper provides a case study of a suite of 
transition activities piloted by The Belonging Project in collaboration with a creatively 
oriented academic program in the School of Media and Communication at RMIT University.  
Through qualitative research, this case study demonstrates the importance of adopting Kift, 
Nelson and Clarke’s (2010, p. 6) notion of transition “as a process, not an event.” This paper 
argues that a sustained program of low cost transition activities that bridge the formal and 
informal curriculum fosters an essential ”sense of belonging” among first year students. It 
provides a successful example of an approach that embeds essential social and academic 
literacies while facilitating positive social, cultural, and academic transitions.   
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Introduction It is widely recognised that the transition to higher education is a critical and complex period of academic, social, and cultural adjustment with wide-ranging implications for students’ long-term wellbeing and success (Hartley, James, & McInnis, 2005; Kantanis, 2000; Kift, 2009; Hausmann, Schofield, & Woods, 2007;).  This early period has been tied to students’ motivation and academic performance (Gurin, Dey, Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002), social integration (Scanlon, Rowling, & Weber, 2007), approaches to learning (McInnis & James, 1995), and attrition (Hillman, 2005, Tinto, 1993).  As Kift, Nelson, and Clarke (2010) note, entering students “have special learning needs arising from the social and academic transition they are experiencing” (p. 3).  It should be an aim of the first year curriculum to recognise and support students as they “journey to become self-managing or self-directed learners” (p. 3).   In short, by encouraging identity formation and a sense of belonging during transition, universities create not only inclusive learning environments, but also actively engaged learners.  Whilst the concept of transition is universally important to first year higher education participants, this process can be particularly challenging for those whose pathway to higher education does not coincide with the dominate narrative of the university experience (Reay, 2002; Hurtado & Carter, 1997).  Much work has been done documenting that students from low socio-economic status backgrounds, indigenous students, mature age students, international students, part-time students, and those from under-represented or marginalised groups can require extra attention and support (See e.g. Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008; Kember, 
Lee, & Li, 2001; Universities Australia, 2008,).  The experiences of these students require a focus on what the American Association of Colleges and Universities (2007) refers to as “inclusive excellence” or an embedded sensitivity to the needs a diverse cohort.   This doctrine of inclusive excellence fits within a larger pedagogical narrative, perhaps most famously argued by Tinto (1993), that increasingly emphasises the importance of a “sense of belonging” for all students to higher education outcomes and retention.  A holistic and inclusive approach to the cohort experience has been a defining feature of the work of the Belonging Project, a four year qualitative research-based project in the School of Media and Communication at RMIT University in Melbourne, Australia.  Drawing from the existing literature and putting transition pedagogy into context-appropriate practice, the Belonging Project has worked to create a cohort experience that emphasises a meaningful and sustained sense of belonging to a cohort, a program, a university, and a global network.  This paper focuses on transition activities trialed in collaboration with a creative, industry-based program within the School of Media and Communication at RMIT University.  It argues in line with the work of Kift, et al. (2010) that transition must be approached as an ongoing process that builds student skills and confidence in structured ways.  Through a case study, we demonstrate that low-cost initiatives that bridge the informal and formal curriculum may embed social and academic literacies while facilitating positive social, cultural, and academic transitions.   
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Figure 1:   The Belonging Project’s model of the undergraduate student experience – ‘The 
Trumpet’ 
The “Belonging Model”  The Belonging Model proposes a three-tiered approach to the student life cycle that emphasises belonging:  1. to a disciplinary/professional cohort 
(program); 2. within an interdisciplinary learning environment (school); and 3. to a wider world of global intercultural networks (global). Drawing on qualitative methods, the Belonging Project has developed a narrative model of the undergraduate student experience that promotes 
belonging, personal development and academic success for all students. Recognising that “stories are powerful tools in learning, because they are one of the most fundamental ways to order experiences and events” (Abma, 2000, p. 
226), we have employed a model designed to narrativise the range of academic and social transitions and events that make up the student experience. This model is based on the three-year structures of the undergraduate experience, with a particular focus on the disciplinary and/or professional experiences of our school, one with creative and industry-based programs.   As detailed in Morieson, Carlin, Clarke, Lukas, & Wilson (2013), in the Belonging Narrative Model (Figure 1), each student’s sense of identity and belonging is built incrementally across the three years of the 
undergraduate degree program. In the first year of the program, students develop a strong disciplinary and professional base within the program cohort. Students build on this disciplinary base in the second year to becoming more aware of their place 
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within an interdisciplinary community represented by a wider school cohort. In the third year, they are encouraged to test their disciplinary and interdisciplinary identity and knowledge by working in a wider network of intercultural and global experiences. Rather than being rigidly fixed to a singular moment in the student lifecycle, the elements of all model tiers are present across the three year undergraduate student experience, but with a shifting emphasis. As such, while driven by the particular context of a creative, industry-based curriculum, the model captures universally relevant competencies and is adaptable to other academic and institutional contexts.  Furthermore, the focus on belonging is developed and sustained throughout the student lifecycle rather than emphasised in the first weeks of university transition and then abandoned.    In addition to encouraging a sustained approach to belonging, the Belonging Narrative Model emphasises the role of students as co-creators of their university experience. This recognises the way in which universities are being reimagined as service providers: spaces where value is co-created by so-called consumers within complex frameworks of actors and resources (Karpen, Hall, Katsoulidis, & Cam, 2011). The model has been designed with our institutional context in mind: In the School of Media and Communication at RMIT University, students take the majority of courses1 in their professional creative field or discipline, along with a 
                                                             1   In the RMIT context, a “course” is an individual unit of study, equivalent to a semester long teaching activity and usually offered within a “program”.  ”.  “Course” is synonymous with “paper” (New Zealand), “unit” and “subject”.      
number of common core courses and contextual majors.  While the model is context driven, it is also flexible and can be reimagined and reinterpreted in different institutional and disciplinary settings.  
Identifying a need for ongoing 
transition initiatives in the first 
year In 2011, the Belonging Project ran a series of workshops with staff in the School of Media and Communication.   Staff articulated a strong desire to see the implementation of cohort building initiatives within the School’s twelve undergraduate programs.  Staff expressed the view that these activities should occur early in the student lifecycle to facilitate a smooth transition to university life.  In addition, it was believed that initiatives should harness diversity and facilitate the development of:  
• a sense of belonging that changes over time as assumptions are challenged 
• professional identity which is tied to reputation and kudos 
• peer-to-peer critiquing skills 
• collaboration skills 
• shared cohort aspirations 
• student engagement with staff and industry Staff who participated in the workshop brainstormed a number of ideas for transition activities ranging from one-day intensives, to industry days, to off-campus camps. Ultimately, the idea of a ‘Cohort Day Out’ emerged as an achievable first step toward the creation of a program of more formally structured cohort transition and bonding activities. 
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In 2011, The Belonging Project team worked with key programs within the School to develop and trial co-curricular and off-campus activities for program cohorts. It was decided that the pilot initiative would be made available through a core course within the respective programs.  This initiative aimed to link the formal and informal curriculum within the respective program.  It was envisioned that this would take the form of a fun off-campus activity or series of activities that would simultaneously build social connections and embed academic literacies.  In order to encourage maximum student engagement, these activities would ideally be linked to or build toward an assessment task. The planning, implementation, and evaluation of the initiatives utilised qualitative research methods and processes of co-creation and collaboration between The Belonging Project, program staff, and students. In the first instance, The Belonging Project conducted a series of initial focus groups with students across program cohorts and program year levels. These focus groups allowed students to identify their needs, articulate their desires, and make suggestions for an improved transition experience.  Following this initial research with students, we conducted staff workshops to communicate subjective student perceptions, examine staff needs, and discuss initiatives. Belonging Project team members also observed the initiatives as they were implemented.  Immediately after the initiatives were carried out, we interviewed staff to document staff perceptions of the initiatives.  We carried out a second round of staff interviews several months later to document the longitudinal impact of the pilots. We also 
conducted follow-up focus groups with student participants. In 2012, we piloted the first of these major activities as a “Cohort Day Out” in two of the School of Media and Communication’s twelve programs.  The first pilot was carried out in a studio-based, technically-focused program in which collaborative work was the norm.  The second pilot, the subject of this paper, was carried out as part of a core first year course in a creative discipline in which work is highly individuated. Whereas in the studio-based program students in focus groups expressed an expectation of collaboration, in this program, students expressed concerns about the prevalence of cliques, lack of bonding among their cohort, guardedness, and competitive behaviors around sharing work.   Moreover, though all students had experienced some form of orientation to their program, the students who participated in our focus groups noted that orientation did not itself foster a sense of belonging.  Orientation programs instead primarily transmitted essential information in formal settings.  Students, however, expressed a desire for ongoing structured opportunities throughout the first year that would allow for collaboration and “passively” support social belonging.  As one student noted in the focus groups: We all [work] alone.  [The work] is not a thing that you need to be with certain technology that you can only get at Uni, all you need is a pen or whatever you write on, a computer, so we never work together. As a natural consequence of these conditions, though the cohort contained only 50 students, many acknowledged that 
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they did not know or recognise the majority of the other members of their cohort.  This created what one student referred to as a “neutral” social environment in which students were architects of their own social integration within the institution.   In focus groups carried out before the initiatives were enacted, this pervasive focus on individualisation within the cohort was demonstrated to extend to the students’ relationships with academic and institutional engagement.  One student, echoing the position of others, noted privileging practical, self-directed experiences over formalised classroom learning activities:  I definitely think more about learning something than about being in class. If I’m going to learn more by doing something then I’ll do it. As a result, for many students interviewed, connections to the University and institutional belonging were weak.  Several participants of the focus groups postulated that they would not maintain connections to the University after completing their program. The individualised nature of the creative and performing arts based program in question was only one factor in the absence of a strong sense of belonging expressed by the participants.  RMIT’s urban location and disperse campus also significantly challenged the development of a sense of cohesive community and student belonging.  As one student shared, Because RMIT is so spread out I guess that community feeling is kind of not lost, but you know, like I don’t really know anyone from other courses unless they are my mates from high school or something, so I guess that’s kind of lost.  
This challenge is not unique to RMIT.  A large number of universities in Australia and around the world have opened city campus to maximise the considerable resources of city environments: career opportunities, industry exposure, and the economic, social, and cultural wealth that such urban environments provide. Still, the urban environment may be socially and culturally confronting. The city is a space rich in cultural capital, but one that while providing opportunities also creates challenges in the forms of isolation and inequalities for example.  
The initiative: Creating a sense 
of belonging in a creative cohort  It is increasingly argued in the literature (see e.g. Kift, 2008, 2009; Thomas, 2012 that student belonging is developed through sustained programs of small-scale initiatives that meet wide-ranging transition needs.  These activities must support peer-to-peer relations, encourage positive interactions between staff and students, and integrate curricular and co-curricular endeavors.  Importantly, they must also systemically build the competencies and confidence of participants while engaging career goals and interests. In order to work toward an enhanced sense of belonging in the cohort, the First Year Coordinator for the program collaborated with the Belonging Project. Beginning in 2012, the Coordinator introduced a carefully scaffolded program of first year co-curricular initiatives and curriculum-embedded activities that together aimed to address the above-mentioned identified transition problems.  These activities were initiated early in the first year experience and embedded 
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throughout the first year core courses in semesters 1 and 2. A series of non-assessed classroom tasks were introduced in the first week of classes.  Acknowledging the importance of workspaces to the highly individualised cohort experience, in the first week of the academic semester, the lecturer set a non-assessed activity in which students documented their workspaces. The next week, she picked the three examples that best exemplified the task objectives and showed them to the class in the lecture. The lecturer reported to the Belonging Project that her informal feedback from students indicated that showcasing high-quality examples of students’ activity outputs had served as a motivator for increased participation. Expectation-setting and the importance of respectful critique were also encouraged in these initial weeks. Students, now increasingly comfortable with both producing and sharing their non-assessed work, were asked to more formally engage in critiques of peers’ work. In week 3 of the semester, this classroom work was complemented and expanded through a Cohort Day Out excursion activity.  The First Year Coordinator organised the Cohort Day Out as a two-hour off-campus activity that replaced a normal lecture, thus minimising timetable disruptions and conflicts.  As with other embedded transition activities, the Cohort Day Out was not an explicitly required activity but was tied to the curriculum through associated work outputs. The excursion provided an opportunity for students to socialise and develop bonds in a relaxed, off-campus environment, but importantly also tested and developed their critical and discipline-based skills.  
On the day of the activity, students met at a central point on-campus and were divided into pre-selected groups.  Each group was composed of two students who had grown up in Melbourne and two students from regional, interstate, or overseas areas. The students were briefed about the aims and logistics of the activity.  They were given a brief with three fun, collaborative, discipline-related tasks to complete in their assigned groups as they made their way through their destination, the Queen Victoria Markets.  In addition, the Belonging Project provided each student with $5 for use in completing the required tasks.2  Students could use the funds individually or pool the money within the group.  This small monetary contribution not only enhanced the off-campus activity by limiting out of pocket costs for participation, but also had an important psychological effect on participants.  In debriefs following the Cohort Day Out, students reported that the small monetary incentive made them feel “valued by the University.”   The excursion, though not required, was tied into the curriculum of the core first year course.  Students who participated were asked to bring in the objects they retrieved as part of their brief and discuss the exercises they undertook together in the proceeding course meeting. The lecturer noted that the result was a particularly vibrant classroom discussion that demonstrated students’ enjoyment of the initiative.  She also reported that classroom dynamics indicated that the event had “helped to bolster peer-to-peer relationships.”  
                                                             2 In the first year, funding was provided by the Belonging Project. In subsequent years, funds have been provided by the School of Media and Communication. 
Belonging in the first year:  A creative discipline cohort case study 
 
28 |  The Int ernat ional Journal of  t he First  Year in Higher Educat ion,  5(2) August , 2014  
This observation was reflected in student evaluations and self-reflections collected following the event. Students reported the experience had been positive, fun, and meaningful.  Student enthusiasm was also demonstrated in the continuing high levels of participation in the initiative when it was run for a second year. In this first year of the initiative 35 of 50 students participated.  In the second year, 45 of 60 joined despite the fact that in 2013 the non-required excursion was held on a public holiday.  The Cohort Day Out built upon individual skills embedded in the first weeks of the cohort experience and expanded these through a fun, city-based activity that introduced collaboration, while returning to the essential core practices of the initial weeks.  In this way, it formed part of ongoing, iterative process of embedding student belonging in way that accommodates the multiple transitions—social, cultural, academic—and variations in individual experiences and needs.  The benefits of this holistic approach are numerous.  One student, who claimed to be too shy to introduce herself to fellow students when she began the course, reported that she appreciated the chance to get to know a small group of people in such a fun setting, and that the initiative enabled her to begin developing her confidence as a practitioner in the cohort community. By structuring transition activities over several weeks, this approach allowed for the organic and sustainable development of a sense of self-identity and belonging. Furthermore, such activities can be used to meaningfully address not only student needs, but also institutional ones.  As the lecturer noted: This [approach] enabled a mingling of students from different backgrounds and 
subgroups to get to know one another and share their experience of the city, an activity that reflects [the University’s strategic goal]3 to “ensure RMIT campuses are permeable and integrated with the cities with which we engage.” By aligning with both student and university strategic needs, initiatives such as these may encourage long-term connections not only between peers, but also within and across the institution.  The development of such a multilayered sense of belonging can generate mutually beneficial positive outcomes for key stakeholders.  Still, the Belonging Project recognised that even extended transition programs stretching beyond orientation should not be seen as self-contained; they must also build to experiences beyond the first year.  Students’ transition to university, though most acutely articulated in the first semester of the first year, extends throughout the first year.  For this reason, the Belonging Project worked with the First Year Coordinator to ensure that initiatives that bridged informal and formal curricular were also carried out in the second semester.  This both emphasised the continuing process of transition and accommodated students commencing in the second semester or those requiring extended periods of adjustment.   The flagship second semester initiative was a creative exhibition event.  Held after-hours, this on-campus social event highlighted work done in class and allowed students to showcase self-selected work to their peers and teachers.  Whereas previous initiatives had focused exclusively 
                                                             3 This is enshrined in RMIT University’s Academic Plan 2011-
2015 (RMIT University, 2011). 
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on the first year cohort, this event was broadened by bringing together years 1-3 of the program.  Students were invited to share their work in front of an audience of peers, with the incentive of snacks and refreshments and also prizes for the best works. Approximately 55 students in the program attended the event and 20 of those signed up to present. Members of staff acted as judges for the evening and three students took home prizes. The event was successful in encouraging students to connect with others in different year levels within the program, and also in recognising and rewarding discipline excellence in a public environment beyond the classroom.  A small amount of funding was required to pay for food for the participants, but otherwise the event required no funds.  It utilised volunteer judges from within the School and took place in an existing student informal space in the school building, the Student Atelier.  This second semester activity capitalised on the successes of the first semester initiatives and expanded them to help build a sense of community across multiple “generations” of the program cohort.  While valuable for assisting in the development of sense of personal validation and program identity among the first years that participated in the first semester Cohort Day Out, this activity also benefitted second and third year students by creating informal opportunities to mentor younger students. Furthermore, in line with the Belonging Narrative Model, this second semester activity provided a bridge to interdisciplinary activities. Students reported that the public showcasing of student work resulted in informal collaboration opportunities between the participants and observers from other programs within and outside of the School of Media and Communication.   
When interviewed about the overall impact of the various cohort activities, the First Year Coordinator noted that facilitating the development of the sense of community helped inform students’ sense of identity and belonging to their cohort, program, and profession:  This idea of the community and developing a cohort community, or a program community helps to kind of liven up the atmosphere. … I feel a lot of the students … they have a lot of problems and personal issues and they feel quite disconnected from the community. Or personal life takes over. Because they can just prioritise certain things like assessment and just not come in at all. The First Year Coordinator further commented that a sustained program of events such as those piloted introduced students to the important idea that their classmates are the first professional connections that they will make. Working with peers is a key step to building up both their sense of professional confidence and enduring professional networks.  
Conclusion: Embedding 
transition experiences in the 
student lifecycle Kift, et al. (2010) maintain the position that orientation must be seen “as a process, not an event” (p. 6).  The suite of cohort building activities piloted by the Belonging Project entrenched and extended the transition principles of orientation across the first academic year so as to develop and reinforce a sense of community among students. The success of these activities can be attributed to the way in which the transition initiatives functioned together as continuing cohort-building initiatives that were linked to the curriculum. Staff 
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identified that early in the first semester of first year was a key time to establish key core competencies around work sharing, critique and collaboration.  Staff also noted the importance of early and “just in time” initiatives carried out before student cliques formed.  This argument was echoed in student focus groups and student evaluations.  They were seen in the reflections of the First Year Coordinator, who noted the importance of established core competencies and confidence early:  That’s why I’m trying so hard with these first year, first semester students, because when I taught the second semester students [last year], it was almost like the moment had passed for them to get over their nerves about [work sharing and critique], because they said that in the classes, they hadn’t been doing any work-shopping … or if they were, it was to mixed results. Without radically altering existing curriculum or assessment models, such initiatives may address the kinds of learning style preferences documented in diverse cohorts (see e.g. Ramburuth & McCormick, 2001).  They also demonstrate that “specific activities may foster a broader sense of group cohesion and enhance an individual's sense of affiliation and identification with [higher education]” (Hurtado & Carter, 1997, p. 338). Importantly, as the First Year Coordinator also emphasised, such initiatives foster a sense of engagement and the development of core competencies through having fun, so that the students know “that there are other things, other than just assessment that they can think about, and engage in and have fun with. [They are] kind of another outlet, outside of the classroom to engage the students”. 
Fitting within the larger Belonging Narrative Model, this program of transition initiatives provides a model for easily embedded and sustainable transition activities.  Though low cost, student and staff feedback demonstrated that they were high impact.  By approaching transition as a year-long process rather than a one-off Orientation Week experience, this model allowed for the introduction of competencies early, promoted the reiteration of skills throughout the first year, and allowed students and staff to reflect and build upon them over the course of the student lifecycle.  As such, it promoted the holistic perception of belonging as a lifecycle issue central to the student experience, and not merely a first week, first semester, or first year problem.  
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Student Engagement for Employability: 

















More than ever there is a need for professionals who are responsive to 
economic, social, cultural/global, technical and environmental change. The 
current employment climate demands graduates who can work flexibly across a 
range of business contexts (Wright, Davis, & Bucolo, 2013). In turn this 
requires a broad range of employability skills and knowledge learned in many 
contexts and through a range of experiences. 
This paper draws on the principles of The Belonging Project, a four-year 
qualitative research project based at RMIT University in Melbourne, 
Australia. The Belonging Project has explored curricular and co-curricular 
interventions to support key employability capacities across the whole of 
student lifecycle. The Belonging Project’s research has highlighted the 
importance of supporting the development of disciplinary, 
interdisciplinary, and global/intercultural competencies throughout 
student lifecycles. This paper draws on focus group data, interviews, and 
participant observation in support of The Belonging Project Narrative 
Model, an approach to student engagement for employability.  
 
Keywords: Employability, creative industries, belonging 
!
 
Employers, universities and professional bodies agree that Australia needs to develop 
professionals who are highly skilled and ready to face the challenges of increased 
global competition (Bridgstock, 2011; Crossman & Clarke, 2010; Universities 
Australia, 2014; Wye & Lim, 2009). More than ever there is a need for professionals 
who are responsive to economic, social, cultural/global, technical and environmental 
change. Graduates must work flexibly and intelligently across a range of business 
contexts including self-employment, networked clusters of small-to-medium 
enterprises, sole-traders and micro-businesses (Wright, Davis, & Bucolo, 2013). In 
turn this requires a broad range of employability skills and knowledge learned in 
many contexts and through a range of experiences. 
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This paper draws on the principles and findings of The Belonging Project, a 
four-year qualitative research project based at RMIT University in 
Melbourne, Australia. To date, The Belonging Project has explored 
curricular and co-curricular interventions to support the development of key 
employability capacities across the whole of student lifecycle. The 
Belonging Project’s research has highlighted the importance of supporting 
the development of disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and global/intercultural 
competencies throughout the entire curriculum, rather than primarily in first 
year and final year offerings. This paper draws on focus group data, 
interviews, and participant observation in an analysis of pilot project case 
studies. These case studies form the basis for a model for a whole of student 
life cycle approach to student engagement for employability.  
 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model 
 
The Belonging Project is a longitudinal learning and teaching research project 
investigating an improved student experience in RMIT University’s School of Media 
and Communication. It utilizes narrative methodology (Abma, 2000) and 
ethnographically informed action research models (see e.g. Tacchi, Slater, & Hearn, 
2003) in a research process that consists of “self-reflective spiral of cycles of 
planning, acting, observing, and reflecting” (Kemmis, 2007, p. 168). The Belonging 
Project as a whole aims to be responsive to the needs of all students as it develops:  
 
1. Strategies to support participation and integration of students from diverse 
backgrounds and especially Low Socio-Economic Status (LSES) students 
2. Enhanced student retention and satisfaction rates 
3. A distinctive RMIT student experience  
 
Through its action research model, The Belonging Project seeks to embed RMIT’s 
strategic goals in practical and tangible way across the formal and informal 
curriculum in order to create a unique, holistic student experience. Specifically, the 
project supports the University’s goal to be global in reach and impact; to be work-
relevant and industry-partnered; and to be urban in innovation and impact.   
 
In order to achieve these goals, The Belonging Project developed the Belonging Project 
Narrative Model (Morieson et al, 2013). This model proposes a three-tier student 
experience, that emphasizes belonging: 
 
1.     To a disciplinary/professional cohort (Program) 
2.     Within an interdisciplinary learning environment (School) 
3.     And to a wider world of professional global intercultural networks (Global) 
 




Diagram 1: The Belonging Project Narrative Model of Student Engagement 
 
The tiers of the model work in tandem to create a holistic foundation for future 
graduates.  They provide strong foundation in a diverse disciplinary cohort 
experience (Tier One). This is built upon through a process of scaffolded integration 
into the interdisciplinary community of the school (Tier Two), and ultimately 
supports an emerging professional identity as an employable and ethical global 
citizen (Tier Three). 
 
The Belonging Project Approach to Employability  
 
Higher Education institutions are increasingly facing the critical question of how best 
to position themselves at the intersection of rapidly evolving training and industry 
sectors (Wright et al, 2013). Like many universities, RMIT University has responded 
to these pressures by explicitly encouraging programs ‘to foster the development of 
graduates as critical and creative thinkers, multi-skilled and collaborative 
practitioners, and responsible leaders with a global perspective’ (School of Media and 
Communication Workplan, 2012). In conjunction with a new Australian 
Qualifications Framework agenda (Australian Qualifications Framework Council, 
2013), this strategic goal has precipitated a period of unprecedented curriculum 
redevelopment. This shift has emphasized the role of a number of practical 
internationalization strategies including: internationally engaged work-integrated-
learning (WIL), study tours, and intercultural virtual collaboration. Together these 
initiatives aim to provide essential spaces within the curriculum for global ethical 
awareness and the development of globalized professional identities.  
 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model aims to address the employability needs of 
graduates in a creative industries context in which industry is rapidly shifting toward 
new operational standards and cultural milieus (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2011). We 
contend that the holistic approach to professional and personal development 
represented in our model actively speaks to the ways in which “future graduates in 
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Media and Communication will need to be connected across disciplines and borders” 
(Peterson & Hansen, 2012, p. 3).   
 
The specific employability skills we have identified as key to graduate outcomes are 
informed by emerging data from the OLT project Developing Graduate 
Employability (Jollands et al, 2014). In interviews with chief investigators, 
employers in the creative industries identified five primary capacities as desirable in 
employees:  
 
1. Knowledge of the profession 
This may include awareness of industry trends, acquisition of relevant 
disciplinary skills, and ability to develop and support professional 
relationships and networks 
2. Professionalism  
Here professionalism is taken as the ability to present one’s self and work in 
a context appropriate manner, accurately assess and respond to client needs, 
and operate according to professional etiquette standards. 
3. Flexible and collaborative work practices 
The changing nature of the creative industries in Australia and, indeed, 
globally has altered the established company model. Today’s graduates must 
be able to work flexible in interdisciplinary teams and virtual contexts and to 
collaborate with a diverse range of stakeholders. 
4. High level communication skills 
Communication skills are essential not only for facilitating productive 
working relationships but also translating establishes and establishing 
common ground in complex relationships. They are the basis for 
interdisciplinary and intercultural work. 
5. Emotional intelligence  
Employability requires the self-awareness and self-discipline to adequately 
respond to others in professional contexts. 
 
These skills correspond to the disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and global capacities 
that are the focus of The Belonging Project model.   
 
 
Figure 2:  Belonging Project Employability Skills 
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Overall, The Belonging Project’s approach to employability builds upon the 
established best practice. We have adopted and adapted approaches to employability 
that contend the complex learning necessary for employability must be promoted 
across whole undergraduate life-cycles in order for students to sufficiently evidence 
claims about professional readiness (Knight and Yorke, 2003). Holding that 
internationalisation and employability are fundamentally linked in increasingly global 
employment markets we have drawn on existing best practice global/internationalized 
curriculum models. These approaches recognize that employability must be conceived 
of broadly, developed consistently, and supported in both formal and informal 
curriculum. 
Developing Disciplinary Confidence 
 
From the perspective of the student experience, disciplinary knowledge is often 
perceived as the building block of the university experience and professional 
competency. Fluency in this disciplinary language and practice is assumed to be the 
baseline from which students should begin. For this reason, though the three tiers of 
The Belonging Project model—disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and global—are 
designed to operate simultaneously in each of the three years of the RMIT 
undergraduate lifecycle, they are also designed to operate with varying emphasis.  
Establishing disciplinary confidence, both in terms of skills development and a sense 
of disciplinary belonging, is a key objective of the first year experience. 
 
In 2011, we conducted a series of focus groups with 75 students representing 11 
undergraduate programs. Collectively these focus groups confirmed our hypothesis 
that we should begin by focusing on the first year experience (FYE). The 
perspectives of student participants confirmed that transition into first year is the 
most challenging for students and the most crucial for universities, to ensure 
retention, success, and employability in the long term. Our focus groups data aligns 
with existing research that suggests that the transition to university represents both 
an academic and social shift for students “on a journey to becoming self-managing or 
self-directed learners” (Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010, p. 3).  
 
We found that our students, often much to their own surprise, require the assistance 
of teaching staff to make social connections with their cohort peers. Rather than 
being separate from issues of academic and professional success, these social 
transitions have direct impacts on individuals’ disciplinary confidence. Another 
challenging transition was the introduction to a new academic environment. A 
number of participants expressed the need for assistance with transition to the 
academic environment of the university, particularly around key academic literacies 
that are often taken for granted by teaching staff.   
 
As Hurtado and Carter (1997, p. 338) note, “specific activities may foster a broader 
sense of group cohesion and enhance an individual’s sense of affiliation and 
identification with [higher education]”. The Belonging Project’s research suggests 
that these “specific activities’ should function organically to support students 
multiple transitions into higher education, a discipline, and a cohort. We argue in line 
with the work of Kift, et al. (2010) that transition must be approached as an ongoing 
process that builds student skills and confidence in structured and iterative ways.  
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In line with this position, The Belonging Project trialled and evaluated five pilot 
initiatives to improve and support student engagement in disciplinary communities 
as part of a holistic approach to the first year experience (FYE). These included: 
 
1. Disciplinarily Relevant Orientation 
Our participants identified that the disciplinary or professional focus of their 
program was in the forefront of their mind during orientation. A number of 
students explained that they expected an orientation event with a professional 
networking focus, rather than the university-wide social events that have 
traditionally dominated the orientation programming. Our participants 
suggested that they would prefer to connect with their program cohort in a 
way that more accurately prepares them for their professional lives. They 
desired to begin their professional training from day one. In response, we 
worked with professional and academic staff to develop School Welcomes and 
program orientations focused on a range of disciplinary, professional, and 
allied co-curricular activities.   
 
2. Cohort Day Out  
Students in our focus groups signaled a desire for transition activities that 
blended course work with the social aspects. A number of students, 
particularly international students, craved off-campus experiences that 
blended formal and informal curriculum to cement social bonds among their 
cohort and develop disciplinary skills in a “safe and fun” environment. 
Students in studio-based courses generally commented that group work was 
effective at breaking down any early cliques:  
 
“Doing group work straight off was really good because you’re 
surrounded with like-minded people, you don’t really find people that 
you dislike, because it’s such a small group and because everyone has 
kind of similar interests.” 
 
The concept of the ‘Cohort Day Out’ emerged through workshops we 
conducted with undergraduate program staff in the School of Media and 
Communication in 2011. The Cohort Day Out took place in disciplinary 
cohort in Week 3 of the first semester.  It included a self-paced off-campus 
outing with multiple aims including supporting stronger cohort bonds and 
encouraging students to develop confidence around sharing and critiquing 
work, developing strategies for generating ideas, and to improving individual 
and collaborative problem-solving skills. Above all, it was meant to be a fun 
activity for both students and staff during what can be a stressful time of 
semester.  
 
Students formed groups mixing Melbourne locals and students who had 
relocated from the country, interstate or overseas. Each group was given 
resources to respond to an assessment brief, which served the basis for an 
early assessed activity. The Cohort Day Out worked alongside a number of 
other activities to encourage practices around work sharing, critique and 
workshopping, as well as to assist students to make social connections. 
 
3. Student Informal Spaces Initiative 




While space is often overlooked in the study of curriculum, curriculum is, in 
fact, shaped by contextual and relational social and temporal factors that are 
deeply embedded in space (Judson, 2006). Recognising the importance of 
informal spaces to the development and exchange of essential social and 
academic skills, The Belonging Project worked with students and graduates to 
refurbish an existing but under-utilised student space on campus, the Student 
Atelier space. We worked to create a space of belonging for students to engage 
in a range of informal activities including: private study, group work, 
socialising, engaging in range of cohort events, including student-led 
exhibitions and industry events. The space was designed to become a cultural 
hub of the School, a place where students could connect with staff and other 
university services, rather than a ‘rumpus room’ solely for student use.  
 
4. Academic Transition Services 
Through focus groups it became apparent that for many first year students 
academic, and particularly disciplinary, transition required much anxiety and 
uncertainty. Integration into disciplinary communities and practices required 
improved communication from staff around key points of transition. For 
students in creative or studio-based programs, this anxiety was often focused 
on the attainment and possession of technical skills. Students in our focus 
groups expressed a view that skills-training is an essential part of the cost of 
attending university. As one student noted, 
 
“When I was starting the uni course, I was expecting some form of 
technical training and I later learnt that uni is not about technical 
training; it’s about learning to think in a certain way”.   
 
While many students come to appreciate the self-directed nature of much of 
Higher Education learning, in early stages of the transition they are surprised 
when they are directed to YouTube videos or online forums or resources to 
learn the skills required to complete conceptual assignments.  This suggested a 
need for further scaffolding around self-directed learning and expectation 
setting. In response we worked with academic and support staff to generate 
strategies for improved academic transition services. 
 
5. End of Year Festival of Events and Exhibitions 
For students, we envisaged that a series of end of year coordinated events and 
exhibitions would serve as an important transition moment. A formal 
structured co-curricular opportunity encourages cross-year and cross-program 
interactions, inspiring students as they transitioned from year to year, as well 
as attracting prospective students. Students participating and attending the 
End of Year Festival of Events and Exhibitions (EOYF) would develop 
professional skills in the creation and promotion of their work. It was also 
envisaged that working together, School staff could strengthen relationships 
with College and University marketing, and leverage existing and new 
connections with industry by making events more visible and easier to attend. 
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Together The Belonging Project’s approach to disciplinary integration and transition 
focused on low-cost but high-impact initiatives that bridge the informal and formal 
curriculum. These initiatives serve to embed social and academic literacies at 
multiple points in the student lifecycle, while facilitating positive social, cultural, and 
academic transitions.  
 
Fostering Interdisciplinary Connections 
 
As Woods (2007, p. 854) notes “the ability to understand and be understood by a 
diverse group of specialists is essential” to address the “complex and significant, real 
world problems” that characterize both the socio-political and economic realities 
graduates face. Interdisciplinary approaches to education have been proposed as 
effective strategy for generating these high-level communication and problem-solving 
capabilities in students. For this reason, following its initial emphasis on disciplinary 
knowledge and transition in the first year experience, The Belonging Project has 
examined existing interdisciplinary practice within the School of Media and 
Communication and proposed strategies and recommendations for embedding 
interdisciplinarity within student lifecycles. 
 
As students engage in interdisciplinary opportunities they must actively participate in 
a reflective and explicit process of knowledge translation and creation. They must 
reflect upon disciplinary assumptions, identify differences or conflicts between 
multiple disciplinary approaches, actively pursue or create common ground, and then 
integrate approaches in order to produce an agreed upon outcome or create new 
interdisciplinary understanding (Borrego & Newswander, 2010, p. 67). 
Interdisciplinary learning is not merely a supplementary enhancement of core 
disciplinary experiences, but is rather an essential exercise in refining and putting into 
practice disciplinary knowledge and identity. 
 
Interdisciplinary learning is also an essential aspect of developing competent and 
competitive graduates. It is in and of itself a core experience for the development of 
effective communication practices, conflict management skills, and project 
management proficiencies required of work-ready graduates in the current 
professional environment. As traditional hierarchies within industry continue to 
“flatten out” the increasingly the dominant model of the workplace is now one of 
cross-disciplinary teams and “collaborative digital enterprises” 
(PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2011). In these teams, members are expected to have 
multiple and adaptive skills to contribute in evolving and sometimes transient 
workplaces. 
 
In line with the Belonging Project’s work around transition and disciplinary identity 
(Tier One), a focus on mapping and explicitly embedding interdisciplinary 
experiences within the student lifecycle is a means of increasing students’ social and 
cultural capital and thereby supporting positive long-term outcomes. This has 
important implications for the professional development and employability objectives 
that are increasingly the subject of strategic investment from funding and 
governmental bodies.  
 
RMIT students in our focus groups also identified the equally important role of 
interdisciplinary experience in social development and wellbeing as a means of 
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broadening horizons and facilitating critical reflection, self-reflection, self-esteem, 
and perceptions of empowerment. As Ivanitskaya et al (2002) note, such processes 
may bring about radical transformations in students’ perceptions of their own lives as 
well as their work and increase their awareness of their own capabilities and 
opportunities more broadly. Through complex negotiations of difference, 
interdisciplinarity offers the kind of transformative learning experience that may 
facilitate a student’s sense of belonging within diverse educational and professional 
contexts. Benefits are not limited to the interdisciplinary experience but feedback to 
the disciplinary core and extend beyond the university to graduates’ professional 
lives. 
 
In response to focus groups, interviews, and workshops with staff and students in the 
School of Media and Communication, between 2011-2013, The Belonging Project 
developed a number of strategies for embedding interdisciplinarity in the established 
formal and informal curriculum. This included emphasis on a range of opportunities 
including:  
 
Individual interdisciplinary assessments – encouraging individuals to develop skills 
and knowledge outside of their narrow disciplinary experience.   
 
Interdisciplinary class projects – bringing together students from a range of 
different programs and disciplinary backgrounds to work in a group on a common 
problem for a single assessment task. Interdisciplinary class project require lecturers 
from two or more courses to design a common assessment that brings together 
students across courses.  
  
Interdisciplinary courses – purposefully bringing together students from two or 
more different disciplines to work on shared problems/projects for the duration of a 
semester. Such courses should require students to extend their skills and knowledge 
base beyond disciplinary boundaries. Working together on shared problems, students 
should be encouraged to generate new understanding and approaches. 
 
Interdisciplinary capstone collaboration – coordinating or providing opportunities 
for collaboration on a more substantial assessment task or graduate capstone 
project. A capstone project provides advanced students the opportunity to showcase 
their skills and new knowledge.   
 
Informal skills workshops – these are designed to be intentionally broad, to cut 
across disciplines and cohorts, and allow students to embed new or traditionally 
‘outside of the discipline’ skills within disciplinary practice.  
 
Opportunities for student-led collaboration – providing a time and space for 
students from a range of disciplines to meet and develop productive collaborative 
relationships, e.g. speed dating, networking nights. 
 
These can be easily adapted to integrate into existing curriculum and assessment, 
thereby minimizing the risk of artificial or heavy-handed approach to the acquisition 
of this key suite of skills. 
 
Empowering Global Professional Identity 




Global awareness and ethical global citizenship are essential, if sometimes overlooked 
aspects of professional identity in the creative industries. As is now well established 
in the literature, intercultural sensitivity and skill are developed through a broad 
spectrum of experiences that collectively shape ‘mindsets’ and ‘skillsets’ (Bennett, 
2001). Like any learning experience, these opportunities provide basic tools for 
capacity building, which when scaffolded to other learning experiences and self-
reflective practice may prove transformative. The acquisition of these capacities 
occurs in stops and starts that must be supported in myriad ways through the formal 
and informal curriculum. Importantly, such awareness develops over time.   
 
In 2014, The Belonging Project launched initiatives focused on the Model’s global 
tier. These initiatives were aimed at developing and supporting students’ emerging 
professional, global competencies. In its practical application this tier of The 
Belonging Project Narrative Model has been divided into three phases, each of which 
reflects a key point of emphasis: 
1. Recognising and celebrating the ‘already global’ cohort  
A key assumption of this initiative and one confirmed in interviews and 
workshops with staff is that staff at school, program and course level can 
better understand the diversity of their student cohorts. Greater knowledge of 
existing diversity informs meaningful, purposeful, timely and lasting change 
for student engagement and, therefore, employability. 
 
Through action research with academic and professional staff, we identified 
that information concerning a range of demographics would be useful to staff 
for purpose of curriculum development and forward planning. Ideally this 
information would be presented in a de-identified, visually representative 
manner that could protect student privacy, but still be made available to 
programs no later than two weeks prior to each semester’s commencement 
dates. 
 
In 2014, The Belonging Project trialled representative data packs for 
programs. We worked with four programs in the School. Each pack was 
given to a program with support on how they might start to use this material 
to combat prevailing and constraining assumptions and facilitate responsive 
curriculum development. Programs self-documented their response to the 
trial packs. In all cases the data we were able to present, indicated cohorts 
were more diverse than staff realised. Programs discussed better ways to plan 
transition models, and build assessment capturing the opportunities this 
diversity presents.  
 
2. Scaffolding the further development of global literacies  
We worked across two courses within a creative industries program in the 
School of Media and Communication to embed professionally focused and 
employer co-created assessment from the first year of the student lifecycle. From 
the first class students were presented with the idea and expectation that they 
begin building their professional identity from the moment they accept their 
university place. In terms of formal curriculum, the first objective in this phase 
Annual Conference 2015 56 
!
!!!
was to build an early assessment in the first weeks of the semester that could 
push students to conceptualize themselves as emerging professionals.  Students 
were given a brief aimed at building their understanding of their professional 
identity by developing an artefact that presented their values and attitudes as a 
designer at this stage of their professional career.  At week three the students 
presented their outcomes to peers, academic staff and industry representatives at 
exhibition.  
 
In second semester a live industry brief was presented to first year students for 
the first time in the program history. Specifically, we approached a company that 
is a global professional leader with internationally-based clients who would be 
prepared to work with students in the first year on a live brief. Both agreed and a 
global digital service design brief was presented to students.  This was a project 
that both partners had been working on for three months prior to student 
engagement. Both industry representatives and the client were interested to see 
the students’ approaches. The top three pitches enabled the teams of six students 
to have the opportunity to work within the Creative Industries company for three 
to four months following the event and to implement their solutions in a world 
situation for a real world client. 
 
3.  Mapping and developing alternative peak ‘global’ experiences based from 
the student’s home campus  
International exchange remains one of the primary tools in the development of 
global professional competencies in higher education sector. However, the 
existing models may entrench privilege and alienate vulnerable or already 
disadvantaged students (Waters & Brooks, 2010). In an attempt to create more 
equitable global opportunities, The Belonging Project identified and mapped 
the feasibility of a range of ‘at home’ peak global experiences relevant to 
students with the creative disciplines in Media and Communication including 
cross institutional/campus assessment activities, virtual global experiences or 
‘At home’ study tours.  
 
We worked with Vietnam colleagues to trial a co-created employer embedded 
global assessment activities in courses delivered in virtual sites in the form of 
a re-designed “at home” cross-campus study tour. Mapped the logistical & 
conceptual barriers to wider application of these activities, and created a 
detailed case study and review for the purposes of transferability across a 
School’s range of programs and professions. 
 
 
Together these phases work toward embedding understanding of self, others, and 
individual aspirations. It created iterative assessments that correspond to employer 
identified relevant graduate attributes and provided students the opportunity to 
practice these skills in a global environment. This tier worked to help students to 
develop intercultural skills, knowledge and awareness through a series of phased 
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In discussing the development of professional identity in other contexts, Stern and 
Papadakis (2006, p. 1795) argue that teaching professionalism requires a focus on 
expectation setting, providing meaningful practical experiences, and purposefully 
evaluating outcomes. They maintain that it is not sufficient to produce “technically 
competent pool of professionals” if the skills that constitute “competency” are 
divorced from the broader context of professional identity and behavior. Throughout 
its research The Belonging Project has explored the idea that the core discipline-based 
cohort experience can be improved by integrating both interdisciplinary and 
international experiences across the whole student lifecycle 
The focus on inter-connected disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and global experience in 
The Belonging Project Narrative Model can be contextualised in terms of the overall 
student experience and student employability in the creative sector. We contend that 
employability skills and knowledge cannot be separated from other forms of core 
disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and global curriculum and outcomes. Employability 
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Why Belonging Still Matters: 
Student Success Beyond Generic Employability Skills 
Natalie Araujo, Rachel Wilson, and Bronwyn Clarke,  
School of Media and Communication, RMIT University 
Drawing on 2014 pilot initiatives from The Belonging Project, a four-year 
research project at RMIT University in Melbourne, Australia, this paper 
argues for more humanistic and holistic approaches to employability. It maintains 
that in theorizing and implementing employability models educators must not lose 
sight of holistic understandings of student success. While generic skills in 
numeracy, literacy, and communication are important, the foundation of 
employability must always be a sense of belonging that enables increased self-
awareness, confidence, and connection throughout all stages of the student 
lifecycle.  This paper proposes a model for employability that focuses not only on 
key generic skills, but also on capturing and supporting existing diversity in the 
classroom, appropriately scaffolded professionally embedded curriculum and 




Employability in a Changing Sector 
 
Recent shifts in the education sector have brought increasing attention and resource 
allocation to the issue of employability.  More than ever before, educators are being asked to 
produce the “repository of human capital” that “provides the workforce capability that 
underpins economic growth” (Universities Australia, 2014, p. 4). Employers, universities, 
and professional bodies agree that Australia needs to develop professionals who are highly 
skilled and ready to face the challenges of increased global competition (Crossman & Clarke, 
2010; Wye & Lim, 2009).  University graduates face pressure to become professionals who 
are responsive to economic, social, cultural, global, technical and environmental change. 
Graduates must work flexibly and intelligently across a range business of contexts including 
self-employment, networked clusters of small-to-medium enterprises, sole-traders and micro-
businesses (Wright, Davis, & Bucolo, 2013). 
 
Traditionally, one of the chief mechanisms by which universities have engaged with the 
graduate employability agenda is via development of programs to support the acquisition of 
generic ‘key’ skills and graduate capabilities frameworks. However, there remains a risk that 
the skills and knowledge produced are reduced to neatly packaged separate modules offered 
to all students without being fully contextualized within disciplinary or professional practice. 
This distances “employability” skills and knowledge from other forms of core disciplinary 
curriculum and outcomes (Knight & Yorke, 2002). 
 
Another key challenge of the prevailing model is that it often leads to conceptualizations of 
employability that are alternately too narrow—for example, basic numeracy, or literacy—or 
overly prescriptive and universalistic. It may ignore the intangible qualities and multitude of 
experiences that contribute to student success.  To be successful, these approaches must be 
tempered with reflective practices that allow educators and students alike to critically assess 
myriad professional and personal trajectories.  They cannot be one size fits all.  Nor can 
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employability skills come at the expense of the transition, personal development, and student 
enrichment objectives that not long ago were a primary focus of the sector. If they do, they 
may create an artificial divide between those skills viewed as necessary to “employable 
graduates” with marketable key skills, on the one hand, and those required of empathetically 
engaged social citizens on the other. 
 
Drawing on research and initiatives from the final tier of The Belonging Project, a four-year 
learning and teaching project at RMIT University in Melbourne, Australia, we argue for more 
humanistic and holistic approaches to employability. We maintain that in theorizing and 
implementing employability approaches we must not lose sight of holistic understandings of 
student success. While generic skills in numeracy, literacy, and communication are 
important, the foundation of employability must always be a sense of belonging that enables 
increased self-awareness, confidence, and connection throughout all stages of the student 
lifecycle.  We propose a model for employability that focuses not only on key generic skills, 
but also on capturing and supporting existing diversity in the classroom, appropriately 
scaffolded professionally embedded curriculum and relevant assessment from the beginning 
of and throughout the higher education experience, and ensuring all students have access to 
peak global professional experiences.  This model focuses on capacity building in order to 
enhance the cultural capital of all members of the university cohort. 
 
A Belonging Project approach to employability and student success 
 
Aims and objectives 
 
In 2014, The Belonging Project launched Focus on the Global Experience, which piloted 
initiatives aimed at developing and supporting students’ emerging professional, global 
competencies.  Focus on the Global Experience aims to embed global employability 
competencies across the entire student lifecycle for students in the creative disciplines at 
RMIT. In order to achieve this whole of lifecycle program, the tier was divided into three 
phases, each of which reflects a key temporal and contextual point of emphasis: 
 
1.   Recognising and celebrating the students’ existing diversity and strengths. 
2.   Embedding employers to scaffold the cumulative development of key disciplinarily 
relevant professional literacies. 
3.   Mapping and developing alternative peak ‘global’ professional experiences based 
from the student’s home campus and accessible to all students. 
 
Together these phases work to embed understandings of self, others, and individual 
aspirations; create iterative assessments that correspond to employer identified relevant 
graduate attributes; and produce “at-home” opportunities for practicing these skills in a 
global environment. 
 
Focus on the Global Experience is the final tier of the Belonging Project Narrative Model.  
This model has developed a three-tiered approach to the student lifecycle that emphasizes 
belonging: 
 
1. to a disciplinary/professional cohort (Focus on the First Year Experience); 
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2. within an interdisciplinary learning environment (Focus on the Interdisciplinary 
Experience); 
3. and, to a wider world of global intercultural networks (Focus on the Global 
Experience) 
 
This tiered approach, which is loosely mapped to the student lifecycle, sees disciplinary, 
interdisciplinary, and global learning as not only providing the opportunity to expand core 
graduate competencies, but also as being essential to the welfare and sense of identity and 
belonging of students as members of the School environment, university culture, and of a 
broader professional community. 
 
Throughout the project, the theoretical concept of belonging has been used as a core 
underlying philosophy.  It has also been used as a strategic tactic to engage both staff and 
students in the School of Media and Communication at RMIT University to improve the 
student experience. The framework has been designed to improve the student cohort 
experience aligned to common undergraduate degree structures, and therefore is transferable 




In Focus on the Global Experience the term “global” is used in the broadest sense.  It 
signifies the broadening of students’ experiences beyond the confines of the university and to 
worldwide networks of professional contacts. Global experience here also captures the 
developing intercultural awareness and cross-cultural experiences that we argue are necessary 
“key employability skills” for creative industries graduates.  As Woods (2007, p. 854) notes, 
“the ability to understand and be understood by a diverse group of specialists is essential“ to 
addressing the “complex and significant, real world problems” that characterize both the 
socio-political and economic realities graduates face.   
 
Our approach draws upon and extends existing best practice frameworks. Approaches such as 
Stephenson and Yorke’s (1998) Capability Envelop draw on a sequence of curriculum stages 
to provide students with opportunities “to formulate and manage their own strategic 
education development according to their distinctive circumstances and longer-term 
aspirations” (p. 194).  The Capability Envelop relies on stages of exploration, review, and 
demonstration to allow students to negotiate and demonstrate a range of specialist and 
generalist skills throughout the academic lifecycle. Similarly, we have scaffolded 
opportunities for the development and deployment of employability skills. In developing an 
employability framework for the creative industries students in our school, we have aligned 
with the basic structure of the Capability Envelop by focusing on those elements that are 
necessary for exploration, review, and demonstration of discipline relevant graduate skills.   
 
However, we have also expanded on the Capability Envelop with an eye toward ensuring the 
sense of belonging that we maintain is necessary for equitable access.  The success of the 
Capability Envelop depends heavily on binary relationships of accountability between 
students and educators, whose actions are assumed to be informed and autonomous. A 
challenge of this approach is that in both cases parties are asked to act based on knowledge 
they may not possess or fully understand.  Assumptions may lead practice.  As result, the 
employability skills developed through the curriculum may not, in fact, accord to student 
needs or employer desires.  Moreover, those most vulnerable may be those most likely to 
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suffer or be alienated as a result of the very interventions meant to support their long-term 
development. 
 
This approach to employability accords with the broader agenda of the Belonging Project, 
which seeks to develop and define an integrated approach to student engagement.  It utilizes a 
narrative methodology (Abma, 2000) and ethnographically informed action research models 
(Tacchi, Slater, & Hearn, 2003).  Together these approaches seek to ensure that research 
participants are positioned as active partners in social inquiry (Abma, Nierse, & 
Widdershoven, 2009) and that the research process as a whole consists of  a “self-reflective 
spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting” (Kemmis, 2007, p. 168). 
Specifically, the project supports the University’s goal to be global in reach and impact, to be 
work-relevant and industry-partnered, to be urban in innovation and impact.  Further, the 
Belonging Project supports the participation, retention and/or success of low Socio-Economic 




In order to develop a model for employability appropriate to the needs of creative industries 
students in our School and the rapidly changing creative industries sector, we returned our 
previous research on the student experience and transition (Carlin, Clarke, Wilson, Lukas, & 
Morieson, 2011; Wilson, Clarke, Carlin, Morieson, & Lukas, 2012).  We engaged in an 
analysis of 2011-2014 Belonging Project focus group, interview, and participant observation 
data generated from students and staff members in the School of Media and Communication.1  
This analysis combined with an investigation of existing best practice models in key areas, 
including assessment, work-integrated-learning (WIL), and the virtual engagement of 
students.   
 
This provided us with a qualitative basis for engaging academic and professional staff and 
employers in a process of co-creation of the initiatives. In late 2013 and early 2014, we 
engaged in discussions, workshops, and forums during which professional and academic staff 
contributed to the development of pilot initiatives. These events were documented and 
analysed as part of the development process.  We then approached self-identified 
“champions” within the school to work with the Belonging Project on three pilot initiatives 
related to transition and existing diversity, curriculum and assessment, and accessible peak 
global professional experiences.   
 
The pilot initiatives involved staff and students from six programs within the School of 
Media and Communication.  They directly engaged 132 undergraduate students, and 
indirectly involved the entirety of the Bachelor of Communication Design cohort. Extensive 
discussion of each individual initiative is beyond the scope of this paper. Still, it should be 
noted that the initiatives were documented through ethnographic participant-observation, 
interviews and focus groups, surveys, and review of students’ self-analyses both in the form 
of written assessments that were shared with the researchers and through CES data.  This 
information was then fed-back to key internal and external stakeholders. In 2015, the pilot 
initiatives will undergo their second iterations.  
 !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!1!The Belonging Project is governed by RMIT’s human ethics procedures.  The project has obtained appropriate 
human ethics clearances to conduct interviews and focus groups; photograph, video, and audio record 
consenting participants, conduct participant-observation, and access quantitative data about cohorts and 
programs.  In all instances, participants provide voluntary consent. 
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The Pilot Initiatives 
 
It is our contention that effective employability models must begin by meaningfully 
responding to and supporting the diverse transition needs of students.  Once students gain 
confidence in the university environment, themselves, and in their desired trajectory, then it 
is essential that curriculum and assessment be designed to effectively support the acquisition 
of relevant employability skills.  The determination of these skills requires a greater degree of 
connection between educators and employers than is currently standard in higher 
education.  Employer embedded assessment ensures a degree of accountability and 
knowledge-transfer not available in current models.  Finally, we contend that employability 
and student success in the current market require intercultural awareness and global 
opportunities that are accessible to all students. The initiatives described below are designed 
to be integrated the student lifecycle so as to create a holistic and iterative approach to 
student success and employability.   
 
Recognising and celebrating the students’ existing diversity and strengths 
 
As Keneley and Jackling (2011) have noted, individual students’ cultural and socioeconomic 
backgrounds may play a significant role in their commitment to and appreciation of the 
generic skills that form the foundation of many employability approaches.  While existing 
dominant models for employability do acknowledge students’ diverse career interests, the 
responsiveness of these models is limited by the self-awareness and communication abilities 
of already enrolled students. However, for many students, including those from Low Socio-
Economic Status backgrounds, first in family students, and those who may otherwise be 
socially isolated by geographic, cultural, or personal circumstances, “the culture of the 
institution [may be] foreign and at times alienating and uninviting” (Krause, 2005, p. 9).  
Students may not automatically possess the high-level foundational skills, confidence, and 
the life experience necessary to clearly express career goals.   
 
Whilst the concept of ‘knowing your students’ is not new to the higher education sector, staff 
members often have limited access to precise data pertaining to cohort makeup, unless they 
independently seek such information directly from students.  Typically, such data collection 
takes the form of “ice-breakers” or “getting to know you” worksheets undertaken in the first 
weeks of a teaching period.  This is problematic for three primary reasons.  First, the 
collection of relevant data relies entirely on the initiative teaching staff who may be time and 
resource poor at a busy time in the teaching period.  Second, the individual assumptions and 
biases of staff may determine the kinds of information gathered.  Third, and perhaps most 
significant, essential data about cohort composition and diversity only reach staff after the 
majority of curriculum and assessment has already been put in place.  
 
Accurate knowledge of cohort diversity is key to supporting the transitions of higher 
education students and in effectively promoting student engagement. In order to promote a 
better understanding of the diverse experiences, abilities and orientations in each cohort, The 
Belonging Project worked with central intelligence units within RMIT to mine, analyse and 
present key student data for explicit use in both planning and curriculum development at a 
School-level.  This data was presented to relevant staff in the Bachelor of Communication 
Design via de-identified and visually represented data packs.  These provided key 
demographic and educational information while adhering to strict privacy protocols. The 
dissemination of the data packs to teaching staff was made before the commencement of the 
teaching period and contained information that proved useful to both academic and 
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professional staff within the School. It included such things as the number of low socio-
economic status students, number of equity students; geographic data; English as Second 
Language status; first in family status; age distributions; and educational background.  
 
It is important to note that the dissemination of the data packs was also supported by 
workshops for program staff in which the content was further explained and 
discussed.   These forums provided an opportunity for staff to brainstorm responsive and 
adaptive cohort strategies not only for individual subjects, but also for programs as a 
whole.  Importantly, they enabled conversations between staff members teaching at different 
levels so as to ensure smoother transitions between year levels.  In these workshops, staff 
noted that many of their assumptions around cohort diversity were incorrect and that the data 
packs lead to more responsive and relevant curriculum planning. Participating staff reported 
having gained a transformative understanding of what students could realistically be expected 
to have achieved at the conclusion of a teaching term.  By bringing programs together with 
this information, staff at all levels were able to respond to the existing diversity and make 
meaningful plans for the changing diversity of cohorts at multiple transition points within 
programs. 
 
Accurate and accessible information concerning cohort diversity may also facilitate more 
adaptive, responsive, and innovative approaches to assessment and other indicators of student 
success.  In addition, equipping staff with this information early and throughout the cohort 
lifecycle enables educators and higher education institutions to mediate student and employer 
expectations.  In doing so, it may facilitate new approaches to employability exercises and 




There is a growing body of literature, particularly from the UK, that advocates embedding 
employability frameworks early and throughout the student life cycle (see e.g. Fallows & 
Steven, 2000; Knight & Yorke, 2002). Expanding on existing best practice models of 
employer embedded curriculum and assessment design, The Belonging Project worked in a 
first year core Bachelor of Communication Design course to create assessment opportunities 
that support students in developing aspects of their professional identity within the context of 
the interconnected, globalised world. The participating cohort was comprised of 50% local 
(Australian) student and 50% onshore international students, with a range of backgrounds and 
language skills. Staff worked directly with industry employers to design three assessments 
across two semesters that directly brought these first year students and employers together to 
work collaboratively on a series of live design briefs.  
 
The first of the assessments, a design brief culminating in an exhibition attended by 
employers in week 3 of the first semester, asked students to reflect upon and represent 
visually the unique voice and attributes they bring to interactions with clients.  This task 
focused students’ attention on reflecting upon and communicating their own strengths to third 
parties.  In interviews, students identified that this early exposure to employers helped 
“clarify professional goals” as well as “build confidence” in their pre-existing skills.   In 
focus groups, students reported that this early intervention promoted a deeper sense of 
belonging to the professional discipline, increased their enthusiasm for the discipline, and 
cemented their commitment to improve generic and specialist skills. 
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A second assessment task built upon this foundation and developed students’ skills in 
adapting their outputs to the needs of audiences.  Students were given 48 hours to produce a 
zine, an informal publication, and then several weeks to adapt their initial prototype based on 
employer and professional feedback. Following the model established in the first assessment, 
this culminated in an open exhibition attended and judged by employers from a broad range 
of professional and personal backgrounds. Because students had the opportunity to receive 
direct employer feedback at the prototype stage and then incorporate this into the design 
presented at the exhibition, they were able to engage in a genuine dialogue with the 
participating employers.  Students interviewed following the exhibition reported that this 
reinforced a sense of belonging to the profession and encouraged the development of their 
professional identity.      
 
In the final six weeks of the second semester, students worked directly with an internationally 
renowned firm to create a pitch for a genuine client. Students were expected to adhere to 
existing professional standards as communicated by the employer. This required students, all 
of whom were first years, to both incorporate foundational skills and push beyond them. 
Importantly it also encouraged them to move beyond their own cultural understandings in 
order to develop internationally relevant communications and creative solutions for the short-
term, long-term, and future innovation needs of the client.  
 
Directly connecting students, educators, employers, and, indeed, clients encouraged a 
sustained dialogue from the beginning of the higher education experience. As one student 
noted in focus groups this allowed students to develop their professional identity “organically 
and naturally” while simultaneously building core disciplinary skills.  For the student, this 
meant that while “different people may take different things out of [the assessments], 
everyone is taking something away in terms of skills and contacts.” While this structure was 
beneficial to a cohort of students with varied skills and needs, it was also valuable to the 
participating employers and clients. Participation placed fewer time and resource demands on 
employers than typically presented by WIL commitments, and yet allowed for a longer-term 
engagement. One of the employer representatives expressed his views on the value of 
participation, 
 
To see these students grow over the semester so quickly and professionally is 
surprising. Their ability to clearly communicate about their design process and 
understand the clients’ language was very advanced. We want to watch these 
students in 2nd and 3rd year. There are a number of students that I think we will 
want to employ as graduates. 
 
In this way, participation allowed for the emergence of more meaningful understandings of 
the baseline skills and capacities that can be expected and achieved from graduates. 
Importantly, employer-embedded assessment served to increase equity and professional 
connections for all members of the cohort by facilitating relationships between employers 
and students who might not otherwise participate in WIL opportunities.   
 
Alternative Peak Global Professional Experiences 
 
Just as employer-integrated experiences provide students with significant opportunities to 
develop and test professional identities and employability skills, intercultural exchanges are 
increasing pivotal to long-term success in the creative industries.  Study abroad remains a key 
tool in the development of global professional competencies in an increasingly transnational 
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job market and in the personal development of empathetically engaged global citizens (Paige, 
Fry, Stallman, Josic & Jon, 2009). Yet, for students from Low SES and non-traditional 
backgrounds such opportunities may be largely inaccessible due to the time and financial 
commitments required, among other barriers  (see e.g. Waters & Brooks, 2010).     
 
For this reason, as part of our third interconnected initiative, we worked to establish an ‘at 
home’ peak global experience relevant to students within the creative disciplines. This 
included cross institutional/campus assessment activities and virtual global professional 
experiences as part of a hybridized ‘at home’ semester long exchange between our RMIT 
Melbourne and RMIT Vietnam campuses. In 2014, Melbourne-based staff members worked 
with Vietnam colleagues to trial a co-created client-led global assessment activity in courses 
delivered at both sites in the form of a re-conceptualized exchange. Students from the 
Melbourne and Vietnam campuses worked in cross-cultural trans-border virtual teams to 
create, implement, and manage a live marketing campaign for two clients based in Melbourne 
and Ho Chi Minh City.  
 
Focusing on the global experience ‘at home’ can enhance the student experience and impact 
graduate outcomes and retention. Such experiences allow students to develop the complex 
skills required for changing professional contexts. Global skills development such as 
increasing intercultural awareness and communication skills can work to build students’ 
capacity and employability within an increasingly transnational professional environment 
(Crossman & Clarke, 2010). These experiences are also essential to develop connections to 
broader groups. Access to sustained international and intercultural learning is important to the 
welfare and sense of identity and belonging of students as members of a common school 
environment, university culture, and of a professional community.  The model of “at home” 
exchange piloted ensures that all students have the opportunity to benefit from institutional 
connections and cultural capital.  Indeed, though the initiative did not specifically target Low 
SES students, in post-interviews the overwhelming majority of the twenty participants 
acknowledged that the “at home” experience allowed for a meaningful international 
experience that would have otherwise been financially prohibitive. 
 
Virtual WIL and virtual communities of practice (CoP) have been criticized for lack of 
contact, inconsistent engagement, weak relationships, information flow problems, and a 
tendency to produce tacit and transactive knowledge (Gannon-Leary & Fontainha, 2007). To 
combat these barriers, the “at home” experience created long-term, sustained, and hybridized 
relationships between student teams, academics, and clients. Participants utilized a broad 
range of information delivery methods and communication techniques and focused not only 
on task completion but also explicitly on relationship building and intercultural 
communication.  
 
The result of this approach was a significant global and intercultural professional and 
personal development experience that was accessible to students who may not have 
otherwise accessed RMIT’s WIL or global opportunities.  As one student identified in 
a statement echoed by her peers, 
 
This experience was […] a highlight of my university career. Having the 
opportunity to develop real, practical skills in a supportive and engaging 
environment was so interesting, and I learned a lot in a very short time. This 
includes how to plan, organise, carry out and present real world projects, as well 
as cross-cultural skills that couldn't be learned in a classroom [...] Being able to 
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present a real project and receive a real critique from industry professionals was 
an invaluable experience. On top of that, I made lasting friendships and 
connections in Vietnam and in Australia. 
 
As identified here and noted by students in our focus groups, the initiative fostered social 
development and wellbeing as a means of broadening horizons and facilitating critical 
reflection, self-reflection, self-esteem, and the perceptions of empowerment that are critical 
to employability. 
Conclusion: Lessons in Belonging 
 
Achieving meaningful, long-term success for students in the area of employability requires an 
integrated approach. Such an approach must support the multiple transitions that occur during 
the higher education experience.  It must systemically, innovatively, and iteratively develop 
informed expectations and goals not only for students approaching a transition to 
employment, but also for those at all stages of higher education. At present the students most 
likely to access the limited WIL and global opportunities available in most higher education 
institutions “remain a highly privileged group and their experiences [may] serve only to 
facilitate the reproduction of their privilege” (Waters & Brooks, 2010). For this reason, we 
must consciously work to provide relevant opportunities to showcase, expand, and connect to 
globally integrated spheres of practice for all students, from all backgrounds, and at all stages 
of higher education. 
 
Over the past four years of our Belonging Project initiatives have been designed to work in 
tandem to support students at all stages of their academic, social and professional 
development.  The common uniting thread between them is the conviction that students need 
to feel that they belong in order to develop the confidence to fully explore and demonstrate 
their skills.  Models for imparting employability skills that ignore or subordinate transition 
issues, the overall student experience, discipline specificity, and concepts of belonging are 
too narrow and may ultimately be ineffective. Promoting feelings of belonging helps build 
the social capital necessary for the autonomy, exploration and innovation advocated for by 
models such as the Capability Envelop. As students build confidence, they require 
challenging opportunities to assess their emerging skills in relevant and exciting 
ways.  Where these assessments bring students into direct contact with employers our 
research suggests that the element of human connection increases motivation and 
professional identity.  Finally, a global market place demands opportunities for global 
professional development.  While international WIL and study tours are dominant models of 
global education, hybridized long-term virtual opportunities may offer accessible alternatives 




Abma, T. A. (2000). Fostering learning-in-organizing through narration: 
questioning myths and stimulating multiplicity in two performing art schools. 
European Journal of Work and Organizational Psychology, 9(2), 211-231 
 
Abma, T. A., Nierse, C. J., & Widdershoven, G. A. (2009). Patients as partners in 
responsive research: methodological notions for collaborations in mixed 
research teams. Qualitative Health Research, 19(3), 401-415. 
 
Carlin, D., Clarke, B., Wilson, R., Lukas, K., & Morieson, L. (2011) Planting the seeds. 
Why belonging still matters: student success beyond generic employability skills, refereed paper ! ! ! 10 
RMIT University. 
 
Crossman, J. E., & Clarke, M. (2010). International experience and graduate employability:  
stakeholder perceptions on the connection. Higher Education, 59(5), 599-613. 
 
Fallows, S., & Steven, C. (2000). Building employability skills into the higher education  
curriculum: a university-wide initiative. Education+ training, 42(2), 75-83. 
 
Gannon-Leary, P., & Fontainha, E. (2007). Communities of practice and virtual learning 
communities: benefits, barriers and success factors. Barriers and Success Factors. 
eLearning Papers, (5). 
 
Green, M. F. (2012). Global citizenship: what are we talking about and why does it matter.  
Trends and Insights for International Education Leaders, 1-3. 
 
Kemmis, S. (2007). Action research. In M. Hammersley (Ed.), Educational research and  
evidence-based practice (pp. 167-180). Milton Keynes and London: The Open 
University and SAGE Publications. 
 
Keneley, M., & Jackling, B. (2011). The acquisition of generic skills of culturally-diverse  
student cohorts. Accounting Education, 20(6), 605-623. 
 
Knight, P. T., & Yorke, M. (2002). Employability through the curriculum. Tertiary
 Education and Management, 8(4), 261-276. 
 
Paige, R. M., Fry, G. W., Stallman, E. M., Josić, J., & Jon, J. E. (2009). Study abroad for  
global engagement: the long!term impact of mobility experiences. Intercultural 
Education, 20(sup1), 29-44. 
 
Tacchi, J. A., Slater, D., & Hearn, G. N. (2003). Ethnographic action research: a user’s  
handbook. UNESCO. 
 
Universities Australia (2014) Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Australia’s Innovation  
System.  
 
Wilson, R., Clarke, B., Carlin, D., Morieson, L., & Lukas, K. (2012). Focus on the  
first year experience. RMIT University. 
 
Woods, C. (2006). Researching and developing interdisciplinary teaching: towards a  
conceptual framework for classroom communication. Higher Education, 54, 853-866. 
 
Wright, N., Davis, R., & Bucolo, S. (2013, May). The creative citizen: understanding the  
value of design education programs in the knowledge economy. In Proceedings of the 
2nd International Conference for Design Education Researchers ,Vol. 4, pp. 2230-
2248. 
 
Wye, C. K., & Lim, Y. M. (2009). Perception differential between employers and  
undergraduates on the importance of employability skills. International Education 
Studies, 2(1), p. 95. 
P A R T  5  
 
Links to the Project Website !!
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